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Principal leadership plays an important role in the achievement of students. However, 
extant school reform literature notes that there is a shortage of highly qualified principals 
prepared to turn around failing schools, putting many students at risk. A multi-site qualitative 
case study was utilized and data was collected from two urban middle school principals through 
semi-structured interviews, observations and the collection of documents.  This study examines 
how two urban middle school principals in the state of Tennessee, who have been successful in 
turning around a school, articulate their process and strategies for change. The method used in 
choosing the site and participants for this study was purposeful sampling. To identify these 
schools and participants, the Tennessee Department of Education’s website was utilized to 
identify failing schools in urban areas, known as priority schools and focus schools.  This 
research will add to the literature about the practices of successful school leaders in turning 
around failing schools through Kotter’s (2012) leading organizational change lens.  Findings 
from this study may lead to solutions for the problem of the turnaround principal shortage and 
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INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY   
As the push for school reform and improvement by school districts and government 
officials continues to grow, a shift to focus on school leadership and the impact it has on student 
achievement also has grown.  Barber, Whelan, and Clark (2010) argue that school leadership is 
crucial to student outcomes and improved levels of achievement among students.  Their 
argument is “based on the growing body of evidence demonstrating the impact of effective 
leadership and that school leadership is second only to classroom teaching as an influence on 
pupil learning” (Barber et al., 2010, pg. 5).  Leadership has become more critical to the success 
of schools.  In a turnaround school, one of the many jobs of the turnaround leader is to raise 
student achievement.  The decisions of a turnaround leader in a school improvement effort 
considerably impact the potential for school improvement (Duke & Salmonowicz, 2010).    
Turnaround principals perform a critical role in school transformation because they have 
the capability to influence all aspects of school policy (Good, 2008).  They potentially influence 
staff commitment, motivation and working conditions.  Turnaround principals determine what 
matters most and what the school as a whole needs. School leaders’ drive for results can be the 
fundamental component that helps a school succeed.  Kotter (2012) argued that the key to 
creating and sustaining successful change in an organization is leadership. The need for strong 
leadership is seen in many underperforming urban schools charged with educating large 
populations of historically underserved students.  
Principals are increasingly accountable for the performance of their students.  
Consequently, in this age of heightened responsibility, the leadership of school principals has 
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become more important (Moller, 2009).  There is increased pressure on principals to ensure that 
their schools meet or exceed expectations placed by the district and or state.  The schools that do 
not meet the expectations are labeled low performing.  Low-performing schools have become a 
high priority concern for policymakers (Adelman & Taylor, 2011).  Finding a way to improve 
these low-performing and failing schools is even more imperative. Datnow and Castellano 
(2001) suggest that strong leadership is critical for successful school reform.  Schools that have 
been successfully reformed were led by effective principal leadership.  
School districts across the U.S. have begun to look for certain commonalities in 
turnaround principals (Johnson, 2011), but what are those commonalities?  How do principals 
who have been successful in turning around a failing school use their skills to improve the failing 
school they lead?  The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 mandates that schools use 
what they deem “best practices” to improve the achievement of students at failing schools (Asen, 
Gurke, Conners, Soloman & Gumm, 2013).   
Statement of Problem 
Urban schools continue to fail to meet the standards set by states and school districts in 
efforts to increase student achievement (Reed & Swaminathan, 2016).  Over the years, there 
have been many school reform efforts to improve schools, including the implementation of the 
turnaround school improvement model.  While extant literature has established the importance of 
principal leadership in schools, not all principals are successful in leading a turnaround (Peck & 
Reitzug, 2014).  Yet, the replacement of school leaders in turnaround schools has become an 
issue because many of the replacements are unsuccessful at turning around the failing school.  
McLester (2011) stated that there are not enough quality principals to replace those who are fired 
under the turnaround school reform model.   
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Urban school leaders are looking for innovative ways and best practices to make quick 
improvements (Reed & Swaminathan, 2016).  Corcoran, Peck and Reitzug (2013) stated that 
further educational research must continue to investigate best leadership practices in school 
improvement.  They have suggested that principals tasked with increasing academic achievement 
in schools should be educationally profiled and research conducted to gain insight into best 
leadership practices for school improvement.  “From case studies that profile individual school 
leaders tasked with increasing academic success to meta-analyses that offer aggregate insight 
into leadership best practices, we must provide as much knowledge as possible to the brave 
practitioners who try and improve those schools that need improvement” (Corcoran, Peck and 
Reitzug, 2013, p. 81).  There are a few studies that have detailed the process of leading change in 
urban schools (Harris, 2006), but these studies did not gain the perspectives of the leaders. By 
obtaining the perspectives of the principals, I am able to gain insight on the strategies they used 
to help them be successful in turning around a failing school.  This research will help provide a 
basis for successful practices and strategies used by principal leaders in failing schools to turn 
them around.  
Purpose of Study  
 The purpose of this multi-site, qualitative case study was to investigate the perspectives 
of successful turnaround urban middle school principals and the strategies they used to improve a 
failing urban middle school in the state of Tennessee. This study examined urban middle school 
turnaround principals who turned around schools performing below the Tennessee state’s 
standards, specifically schools that had sustained the turnaround success over time.  Within the 
schools, this research examined school principals’ perspectives of how they perceived they 
brought about change.  A study of specific strategies helped pinpoint actions that each 
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turnaround principal in the study implemented to improve the failing school. This, in turn, 
allowed me to look for similarities and differences among the principals’ actions.  Urban 
turnaround principals were studied with the intention of gaining an understanding of how 
turnaround principals in urban areas can successfully improve failing schools. 
Research Questions  
 Following the purpose, this multiple-site case study addresses the following questions: 
1. How do successful turnaround principals in urban middle schools perceive they 
brought about change in a failing school? 
2. What are the differential change strategies used by urban middle school turnaround 
principals to turn around a failing school? 
Definition of the Terms 
 Throughout this study, multiple terms relating to the improvement of urban schools are 
used.  To fully understand the study, the following terms must be clearly defined for the reader.  
• Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA):  ESSA replaces the former federal education law, 
commonly referenced as No Child Left Behind, and reauthorizes the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act of 1965 (ESEA). Within this new law, there is more state level decision-making 
authority, as well as new flexibilities for programs (Tennessee Department of Education, 2017). 
• No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB): A standards-based educational reform law that 
requires public schools to reduce the achievement gap among students of varying subgroups, 
improve teacher quality, increase accountability, provide parents with more choices, and utilize 
scientifically based research for instruction with the purpose of providing a fair and equal 
education to all students (U.S. Department of Education, 2009). 
 5 
• Turnaround school: a documented, quick, dramatic and sustained change in performance of a 
school (Rhim, Kowal, B. Hassel, E. Hassel & Crittenden, 2007). A turnaround school is usually a 
school that has been low-performing in both math and reading for at least five consecutive 
years.   
• Turnaround principal: The principals that come into the school to lead the turnaround efforts 
are considered turnaround principals.  In this sense, the term mirrors the term turnaround CEO 
(e.g., Gerstner,2002) in that the moniker confers significant distinction to a single individual who 
can fix problems others could not (Peck & Reitzug, 2014). 
• Urban schools:  the term urban is used to describe geographic location (i.e., inner city).  Urban 
schools are schools which are in a specified geographic location (Green, 2015) and are often 
shaped by structural racism, poverty and inequitable resources (Green & Gooden, 2014). 
Limitations and Delimitations of Study 
Delimitations 
 To narrow the scope of this study, delimitations were put into place.  A multi-site, 
qualitative case study design was used for this study. This study was delimited to two urban 
middle schools in the state of Tennessee that were turned around.  The urban middle schools that 
were chosen for this study maintained their turnaround success for a minimum of three years and 
the same principal that led the school turnaround remained at the school. The decision not to 
include teachers and other staff members as part of the study came from the need to focus on the 
principal’s efforts in leading the school turnaround.  The two schools in the study had been 





 The primary limitation of this study was the self-reported data of the turnaround 
principals. This is a limitation because the self-reported data that is collected in interviews and 
on questionnaires cannot always be independently verified and may be biased.  The dependence 
on standardized test data to define student achievement is also a limitation of this study.  The No 
Child Left Behind Act of 2001 mandated that standardized test scores be used to measure student 
achievement.  Due to the sample size of this study, the findings were not generalized to larger 
populations of urban turnaround principals.  I have been employed at four different turnaround 
schools. This may be seen as a limitation because as the researcher, I am the primary collector of 
data in this study on turnaround principals. 
Significance of Study  
 Because schools are in need of good leadership to close the achievement gap, research is 
consistently being conducted.  Improvement initiatives have been put in place and school 
districts are focusing more and more on school reform.  Turnaround principals face the task of 
turning around failing schools, but some are not successful.  This study is significant because 
unlike other studies that have looked at the types of leadership styles used in turning around a 
failing school, this research sought to gain the perspectives of urban principals and what they 
perceived accounted for this success. 
 Though there are studies on turnaround principal leadership, research on the perspectives 
of successful turnaround principals is not common.  Previous studies have looked at the 
strategies principals used, turnaround principals in general and turnaround schools, but those 
studies do not focus on the perceptions of the principals in the study’s. The need to fill this gap in 
the literature also makes this study significant.  This study will contribute to the research on 
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school improvement by examining the perspectives and actions of each principal’s leadership 
during their school improvement efforts.  Findings from this study will build a stronger 
knowledge base in the area of leading school improvement efforts.  This research will also add to 
the voice of principals, which will extend the perspectives of school reform literature.     
Organization of the Study   
 This first chapter has provided an overall introduction to this qualitative, multi-site 
research study.  The problem, research questions, significance of the study, definition of terms 
and a brief overview of the roles urban turnaround principals play in improving failing schools is 
presented.  Limitations and delimitations of the study were also provided in chapter one.         
 Chapter two provides an examination of relevant literature on failing school reform in 
urban areas and turnaround principals who lead efforts to improve them.  The review of literature 
includes the gaps in the research and an examination of previous studies that have been done on 
turnaround principals.  The history of school reform and an examination of urban middle schools 
was done. This chapter also describes and explains Kotter’s leading change framework, which 
serves as the theoretical framework of this study research study and will be used as a guide in 
data collection, analysis, and interpretation. 
The third chapter of this study introduces the methodology of multi-site case study used 
to conduct this research. An explanation of the research design and multi-site case study 
methodology used for the study is given, as well as the rationale for the study.  Chapter three 
describes the role of the researcher, the type of design and procedures used for data collection. 
Data analysis and verification procedures are explained within the chapter, along with 
descriptions of the schools and principals who participated.   
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In the fourth chapter, the findings are introduced in rich, thick description (Merriam, 
2009) and a summarization of the data is presented.  The data and themes from the individual 
sites are presented along with a cross-case analyses of the two sites.  The final chapter, chapter 
five, concludes the study. This chapter provides a summary of the findings and provides 
information to current turnaround principals working in urban school districts.  
Recommendations for future studies are presented in this chapter. The researcher’s thoughts and 



















REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 
This chapter provides a comprehensive review of the literature on turnaround principals 
in urban middle schools.  The review includes the topics of urban schools, school reform, middle 
schools, urban middle schools, turnaround in schools, the process of turnaround, and principal 
leadership in turnaround schools. The review of related literature also includes an overview of 
the framework that guides the study.  
Since the implementation of No Child Left Behind (NCLB), school reform and/or school 
improvement has been at the forefront of conversation in education.  Former U.S. Secretary of 
Education, Arne Duncan, and the Department of Education pushed for fast results in school 
improvement across the country.  In 2009, Duncan announced a 3.5-billion-dollar federal 
investment to improve the 5,000 worst performing schools in the country (David, 2010).  As 
evident from this initiative, failing and low performing schools have become of great importance 
to policymakers (Adelman & Taylor, 2011). There have been several school improvement/ 
reform models put into place by the United States Department of Education since the 
announcement of Duncan’s initiative, (U.S. Department of Education, 2009). The Department of 
Education offered four improvement models to improve schools, including turnaround, restart, 
school closure, and transformation models (Holmes & Maiers, 2012).  The model of focus for 
this study is the turnaround school model.  To better understand this improvement model, the 
history of school reform and an understanding of the adaption of the turnaround business model 
to the turnaround school will be reviewed.  This literature review informs this study and shows a 
gap in the literature that will be addressed by this study.  Revisiting the purpose and research 
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questions before moving into the review of literature allows for the focus of the study to remain 
clear.   
The Search Process  
The following strategies were utilized to obtain information for the literature review.  
Boolean searches were conducted using the terms turnaround schools, turnaround principals, 
turnaround school reform, and turnaround principal strategies. The search produced a plethora 
of articles, but after the initial searches were completed, was narrowed to focus only on urban 
schools and urban turnaround school principals.  I downloaded 154 sources that covered the 
topics of turnaround schools, leadership in turnaround schools, and case studies of turnaround 
schools and urban school reform that aided in writing the literature review.  After the initial 
search for articles, I conducted another search that included literature on urban schools, school 
reform, middle schools, and change in schools, from which more articles were obtained.  
Literature was acquired by using the scholarly search engines, Google Scholar, ERIC, 
ProQuest, Education Source, and Academic Search Premier.  In addition, e-journal searches used 
through the University of Tennessee’s library database provided additional resources.  Books on 
turnaround principals and urban schools, as well as school leadership and leadership theories 
were used.  References were taken from articles and books, which enabled me to find more 
resources that were of use for this research.   
Urban Schools 
Origins of Urban Schools 
In the nineteenth century, the United States of America began its most ambitious and 
successful institution-building social movement, the creation of the public-school system (Tyack 
& Hansot, 1981).  Before the formation of the common school, proper education was largely a 
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white, male-controlled realm, and the best schooling was reserved for boys (Tyack, 1972).  All 
of this changed in years to come with the creation of the common school. To Horace Mann 
(1957), who has been called the father of common and or public-school education, the 
development of the common school was the highest achievement of the nineteenth century.  The 
common school, known today as public school, is viewed mainly as a transmitter of accepted 
standards and a defender of social order (Barrows, 19740).  As cities became larger and more 
diverse, new developments shaped education and the nation began to commit to the idea of 
universal education. More children began to attend schools and systems of schools were created.  
These “systems of public education originated as responses to major problems worrying many 
nineteenth-century Americans, and they coincided with crucial developments that reshaped 
American society during the first three-quarters of the nineteenth century” (Katz, 1997, p.102).  
Along with systems of schools, metropolis schools now known as urban schools, became more 
prevalent. 
Urban schools developed in the decades following the American Revolution and leading 
up to the Civil War.  The transformation of America from a rural agricultural to an urban 
community was exhibited in the growth of suburban areas and the migration of people from rural 
areas to urban metropolis (Eddy, 1965).  Schools came to be an important way to reach out to 
new members of the urban community and to train children to be useful citizens.  Many families 
were persuaded to enroll their children in public institutions.  During that time, urban schools 
were becoming a way to help prepare students for new roles in society.  American society upheld 
the role of education as the means by which the poor could learn the skills necessary to 
overcome the disadvantages with which they were faced (Eddy, 1965).  As the populations grew, 
the number of students who attended the schools also grew. 
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The 19th century was an era of institution building and urban schools were in the forefront 
of campaigns to ensure greater social stability through education.  The change from village 
school to urban systems was a great step in building a stronger society (Cremin, 1961). By the 
end of the 19th century, urban school systems across the country were beginning to appear quite 
similar in their organization and operating principles.  Large cities generally offered and built 
progressive educational facilities. These facilities were demanded and used most by affluent 
families but were accessible to working-class children as well (Katz,1991). 
The late 19th century and early 20th century were a time of rapid growth for large cities in 
the U.S.  By the early 20th century, a mode of organizational behavior eventually designated as 
“the one best system” was becoming evident in a growing number of urban school districts 
(Rury, 2012).  The views continued to differ as to why urban schools were created.  Tyack 
(1991) believed that top leaders acted under pressure of urban and industrial change to transform 
nineteenth-century rural village schools into 20th century big city school districts marked by 
greater homogeneity, centralized authority, and administrative expertise.  Cubberley (1912) saw 
social conflict as the driving force behind the evolution of urban schooling.  Kaestle (1972) 
described urban schools as an institutional response to the threat of social fragmentation due to 
population growth, poverty, and immigration.  Aside from these different views as to why urban 
schools were created, each perspective maintains that urban schools were created in response to 
either social or industrial change.   
Near the end of the 19th century, a new class of administrators came in to lead the 
growing number of urban schools. These leaders came from similar backgrounds in Middle 
American culture and shared a common pledge to build well-ordered and effective school 
systems as populations grew (Tyack & Hansot,1981). Accounts in early literature on urban 
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schools depicts them in 1890 as plagued with problems (Cremin,1961); having disheveled school 
buildings, an influx of immigrants, and unsanitary conditions (Hummel & Nagle, 1973).  The 
schools were not seen as well-ordered or effective.  Among the other great educational concerns 
of the period was the political arrangement of urban school districts (Rury, 2012).  Corruption 
among politicians began to skyrocket as they bought and sold administrator and teaching posts.  
Local politicians doled out teaching jobs to friends and associates; other positions went to the 
highest bidder.  Cohen (1968) argued that because of this, politics and schools should be 
separate. The politics of urban schools continues to be considered a challenged territory between 
administrative progressives, working-class immigrants, and racial minorities (Dougherty, 2008).  
Because of this integration of schooling and politics during the late 19th century, the urban 
economy saw changes in the political economy altering the shape of public education into the 
20th century.  
The First Reform 
The first school reform efforts began with creating the position of the superintendent. 
This introduction of superintendents, or administrative progressives, as Tyack (1974) called 
them, helped modernize city school bureaucracies. Early in the 20th century, the superintendency 
was created and a new bureaucratic ethos in urban education spread quickly. Bureaucratization 
was now seen as the backdrop of the systemization of urban education (Cutler, 1976) but urban 
growth was the main reason for bureaucratization. According to Tyack (1974), the 
standardization and centralization of urban public schools was only the first round of what was to 
come in the bureaucratization of urban education. The bureaucratic ethos was not the only 
change affecting urban schools; modern transportation systems, bureaucratic government 
services, and the first stages of suburbanization came about. There was also an influx of migrants 
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from different parts of the United States and immigrants from other countries. These changes in 
the urban school systems coincided with “rapid urbanization, industrialization, immigration and 
the emergence of the working class” (Katz, 1997, p. 103). An immense increase in crime and 
poverty accompanied this social and economic change. During this period, a double system of 
public education developed in America; “one half largely suburban, white middle class, the other 
urban, often dark skinned, and usually poor” (Schrag, 1967, p.154).       
Industrial expansion fueled migration of African-Americans from the south to northern 
cities in the 1940s and city growth was moderated by continued suburbanization. This period 
became known as white flight (Rury, 2012). With the influx of African-Americans and 
immigrants, the school system began to decline. As cities grew, schools began to take on more 
students and responsibilities causing schools to become crowded and unsanitary (Cutler, 1976).   
Due to the changes in residential patterns, schools began to segregate and unequal 
education resources became a problem. Urban education systems started to face dire budget 
shortfalls in the 1960s just as the student populations became predominantly Black and/or 
Hispanic. The decline of the school systems was connected to the inability to meet the needs of 
the students (Dougherty, 2008). The failure of these students has continued to show decline in 
urban school districts to the present day.    
Urban School Reform in the United States 
Just 50 years ago urban schools were held as model schools, but since then views have 
drastically changed. Starting as village schools and later developing into the school system that 
we know today, urban schools have had their fair share of ups and downs. Consistently faced 
with challenges since fruition, urban schools have been both transformed and reformed to try to 
meet the needs of the students they serve. Outside factors, most dealing with politics and 
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economic shifts, have been documented and have had an influence on the rise and fall of urban 
schools and urban school systems in the United States. Those factors have brought urban schools 
from being held as model schools to some of the most declining schools across the nation. 
Many of the problems from the past still exist in today’s urban school systems. School 
reforms have done little to change the landscape of urban schools (Swindler Boutte, 2012). In 
cities across the United States, many urban schools still fail to improve student achievement.  
More studies (Barber, Whelan & Clark, 2010; Green, 2015; Harris & Hopkins, 2008; Leithwood 
& Jantzi, 2008) have begun to argue that the principal is the key to improving low-performing 
and failing schools, yet in some cases school leadership has not been found to be the solution.    
Urban schools have come a long way from the common school created in the 18th 
century. Looking at the history of urban schools, it is clear that school systems still have a way to 
go to truly have the “one best system,” but the systems created have educated millions and 
continue to influence our thinking and our learning. As social and economic factors changed, so 
did the school systems (Cuban, 1992). The problems that began to plague urban schools in the 
late 19th century continued to plague urban education well into the 20th century.  
A brief history of urban schools in the United States was examined in this review of 
literature. This review aimed to show how urban schools progressed from being a model school 
system around the world to a system that continues to go through various reform efforts for 
improvement. Overwhelmed by political agendas, bureaucracy, shifts in urban ecology, and 





Urban Middle Schools  
Though middle schools continue to receive negative criticism today (Voight, 2015), 
middle schools in urban areas receive even more criticism about meeting the needs of students.  
Research showed that many urban middle schools struggle in meeting the academic, emotional, 
and social needs of students (Voight, 2015). Part of this is because urban schools, not just urban 
middle schools, face many challenges. They range from lack of financial and material resources 
(Bowers, 2009), poverty and high mobility rates (Olivares-Cuhat, 2011), to difficulties recruiting 
and maintaining high-quality teachers (Fenzel, Dean & Darden, 2014), and school culture and 
climate (Brown, Anfara & Roney, 2004). These challenges continue to plague urban middle 
schools year after year, with studies lamenting that “the lack of change over time in the racially 
dichotomous student achievement outcomes conveys the perception that this trend is normal, 
natural, stable, fixed, and unchangeable” (Boutte, 2012, p. 519). Even with reform and school 
improvement efforts put in place, continued failures of achievement in urban schools are seen 
with each passing school year.   
Academic achievement in urban schools became a priority in school districts across the 
United States. Educators have long sought ways to increase achievement in urban middle schools 
(Bowers, 2009). Studies show that academic achievement is low in urban schools and has shown 
only incremental improvement. Literature identified many reasons for this, ranging from high 
teacher turnover, higher numbers of students with special needs, poor teacher quality, and low 
parental involvement (Reed & Swaminathan, 2016). School leaders struggle to find high quality 
teachers who can teach high quality lessons and meet the social and emotional needs of students.  
Drame and Pugach (2010) state that students are less likely to achieve when they have 
underqualified teachers. The same sentiment can be applied to special education teachers in 
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urban middle schools. This leads to a repetitious cycle of low student achievement year after 
year. Urban middle schools need administrators, teachers, and staff who are committed to 
working with students in urban middle schools so that they can attain high academic 
achievement.  
Voight (2015) found that the success of urban middle school students is highly influenced 
by their social context, which includes school climate. School climate refers to the quality and 
character of school life and includes four dimensions: safety, teaching and learning, relationships 
and, environment (Cohen, McCabe, Michelli, & Pickeral, 2009). Part of the argument as to why 
critics have felt junior high schools and middle schools do not meet the needs of adolescents is 
because of school climate. “A sustainable, positive school climate fosters youth development and 
learning necessary for a productive, contributive, and satisfying life in a democratic society,” 
(Cohen, et al, 2009). One of the reasons middle schools were created was to meet the needs of 
young adolescents in their transition from primary school to secondary school. In urban schools, 
the threat of violence and safety concerns often disrupts the climate of the school, having an 
effect on student achievement (Reed & Swaminathan, 2016).  
 Many urban middle schools are found in low-income neighborhoods. Within these 
neighborhoods, poverty is an issue. Students attending high-poverty schools fall to the bottom of 
the achievement scale on national achievement test and assessments. Poverty and academic 
outcomes are highly correlated (Evans, 2004). Olivares (2011) agreed when he pointed out that 
poverty has an indirect influence on a student’s educational outcomes. This is where school 
leadership is important. Bloom and Owens (2011) suggested that the leadership of the school has 




Understanding the history of the turnaround model provides foundational knowledge of 
how the turnaround model came to be used in school systems. Hess and Gift (2008) stated that 
“the phrase turnaround may be relatively new to education, but the practice has been around for 
decades in other sectors” (p. 31). For example, the significance of turnaround specialists has 
been recognized for years in the business sector (Duke, 2004). The turnaround literature outside 
of education recommends that a turnaround effort should begin with leadership change (Murphy, 
2010). Previously, when staff and the leadership in a failing school were replaced in an effort for 
the school to improve, it was called reconstitution (Kowal, Ayscue, Steiner, Arkin, B. Hassel & 
E. Hassel, 2005). Mirroring a page from the business and private sector, the phrase turnaround 
schools was adopted from the model of turning failing businesses around. Much of what was first 
learned originally came from private sector experience. There have been many recognized 
turnarounds in the business world, from airlines to major car companies (Kowal et al, 2005).  
These business turnarounds had one thing in common; they fired the leader of the company. 
School districts take the same measures when turning around a school by firing the principal.  
Education policy makers claimed, like in the business world, that extreme measures such as 
firing the principal to get the results they want quickly can possibly save failing schools.     
   Initially started in Japan in the 1950s, the turnaround strategy was called Total Quality 
Management (TQM). Hess (2012) stated that TQM stressed that all work must be done right the 
first time around. TQM was not proven very effective in the business sector. Results showed that 
companies experiencing turnaround were found to be more groundbreaking but showed no 
evidence of economic functioning improving. Another turnaround strategy used in the business 
world is the model of Business Process Re-engineering (BPR) (Hess & Gift, 2008). BPR is 
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different from TQM in that it tears down and rebuilds the business process as a whole (Hess, 
2012). Staw and Epstein’s (2001) research showed that the two previously mentioned models did 
not produce outstanding success rates in turning around businesses, thus making many skeptical 
about using the turnaround model in schools. Hess and Gift (2008) debunked the skepticism 
when they said, “turnarounds can be a valuable tool for improving underperforming schools.  
However, the hope that we can systematically turn around all troubled schools- or even a 
majority of them- is at odds with much of what we know from private sector efforts” (p. 32).  
Turnaround in Schools 
Definitions of school turnaround differ, but they all encompass the same steps. One 
definition of turnaround school is that it is a “documented, quick, dramatic, and sustained change 
in performance of an organization” (Rhim, Kowal, B. Hassel, E. Hassel et al., 2007, p. 4). Kowal 
et al. (2005) referred to turnaround schools as schools with an intense growth in school 
performance through a variety of changes. A school that is considered for turnaround is usually a 
very low performing school. The IES Practice Guide for Turning Around Chronically Low 
Performing Schools (Herman, Dawson, Greene, Maynard, Redding & Darwin, 2008) identified a 
turnaround school as a school whose students are generally low performing on state or district 
assessments and/or failing to meet state or district performance standards in math and reading. 
The fact that low performing schools have been ineffective for at least three to five consecutive 
years in improving Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) qualifies them to become a turnaround 
school. Low-performing schools are offered the chance to recover through training, mentoring, 
partnerships with outside agencies, and other improvement tools (Hess & Gift, 2008). Under the 
law, a restructuring plan must be created after the 5th year of not meeting AYP and implemented 
the following year (Rhim, Kowal, B. Hassel, E. Hassel et al., 2007).   
 20 
The Department of Education generated the details of turnaround guidelines by 
December 2009 (Duke, 2012) and new requirements for districts and states were introduced. 
They were obligated to focus on Title I schools that ranked in the bottom 5% in student 
achievement. For the first time the criteria was extended to include high schools with graduation 
rates consistently below 60%. In 2011, Secretary Duncan announced that the Obama 
Administration had created a new office entitled The Office of School Turnaround, which would 
specifically pay attention to school turnaround efforts (U.S. Department of Education, 2011). 
They would work closely with districts to monitor the federal support given to districts and states 
during the turnaround effort.  
Turnaround School Process  
The Department of Education had an objective for fast results (Holmes & Maiers, 2012).  
The turnaround school model focused on taking a school from failing to high performance in a 
short amount of time, unlike other models which concentrate on incremental improvement (Hess 
& Gift, 2008). Like many school improvement undertakings, the process of turning around a 
school can be challenging. Hess (2009) stated “yet while turnarounds are an appealing idea, 
making them work is far more complicated” (p.1). Success does not happen quickly and there 
needs to be a very detailed plan of how the school will be measure the success of improvement 
efforts. After a restructuring plan, the failing school must follow guidelines as defined by the 
United States Department of Education. 
1. The current principal at the low performing school must be fired (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2009). Stein (2012) suggested that “most failing schools are the product of 
poor leadership and improper management- nothing more, nothing less” (p. 5). Hess and 
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Gift (2008) stated that reorganizers should not waver in changing principals and/or 
leaders in the school. This change of leaders jumpstarts the turnaround process.   
2. No more than 50% of the staff is to be rehired (U.S. Department of Education, 2009).  
Bringing in a new principal and a new staff with the common goal for the students to 
improve and be successful is imperative. Keeping the same staff could be detrimental to 
the progress that the school wants to make. Often the staff members can be resistant to 
new leadership, causing low teacher morale and having a negative effect on the school 
culture. However, teachers have the option to re-apply for their jobs. 
3. The last non-negotiable set by the U.S. Department of Education (2009) is for school 
districts to allow the principal adequate operating flexibility to fully implement a wide-
ranging approach to considerably improve student outcomes. The new leader needs to be 
able to implement strategies that are right for his or her school. District reformers should 
avoid making forceful changes in the school through top-down directives (Hess & Gift, 
2008). The turnaround principal should work closely with the district, but because he or 
she are ultimately the ones chosen to lead the change in the school, he or she should be 
given the chance to lead.  
Turnaround principals 
The principal or leader of a school is perhaps one of the most important contributors to 
the school’s success. Barber, Whelan, and Clark (2010) argue the importance of principal 
leadership in regard to increased levels of student achievement. Increased levels of achievement 
are significantly important in turnaround schools, as failing schools have only a short amount of 
time to achieve success. Principal leadership has a direct impact on teachers, parents, and student 
success.  
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  One of the steps in turning around a school is to fire the current principal; consequently, a 
new principal must be hired. McLester (2011) stated that there aren’t enough principals of 
quality to replace those that are mandated to be fired under the school reform models. Because of 
this, universities have begun offering programs that train principals to turn around failing 
schools. The University of Virginia and the University of Illinois are two universities that offer 
turnaround principal training programs (Rhim, Kowal, B. Hassel, E. Hassel, et al., 2007). These 
programs aim to equip principals and other administrators with the skills needed to bring about 
deep change in low-performing schools while continuing to provide the school leaders with 
ongoing support. Effective schools require strong leaders and these programs aim to make 
principals effectively improve failing schools. Will (2013) argued that better principal training is 
the key to school reform. He stated that, “just as we take for granted that doctors need the right 
training to treat patients, let’s start taking for granted that principals need the right training to 
raise the quality of education” (p. 80). 
The leaders who are suitable to lead a failing school will consistently act with urgency in 
turning around their school (Stein, 2012). From the first day of their appointments, new school 
turnaround leaders need to think about how they might implement deep, broad, and long-lasting 
reform in their school (Hargreaves & Fink, 2004). Leadership in turnaround schools is not the 
same as in other schools. The skills of turnaround principals need to be applied with greater 
intensity than they would in a regular school setting (Hersey, Blanchard, & Johnson, 2013).   
There are various skills and traits that highly effective principals have and are need.  McEwan 
(2003)  believes that highly effective principals should possess 10 traits.  Those traits are 
communicator, educator, envisioner, facilitator change master, culture builder, activator, 
producer, character builder and contributor. While McEwan (2003) believes principals should 
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have certain traits, others focus on the way to turnaround failing schools. Dolph (2017) argued 
that there is no one best way to turnaround failing urban schools. He stated that “consequently, it 
is difficult to be overly prescriptive by identifying one approach to leadership that is appropriate 
only to urban schools and another that fits only suburban schools because there may be similar 
variables in any situation. This is why leaders in particular situations must determine and use the 
best approach” (p. 373). 
In thinking about the best approaches to use when turning around a failing urban school, 
turnaround principals need to know that they can no longer just be managers. They must attempt 
to influence teachers, students, parents, and other stakeholders in school turnaround efforts to 
increase student achievement in the school. When they are hired, urban turnaround principals are 
expected to have the required skill sets to take their school to the next higher level of academic 
achievement (Bloom & Owens, 2011). Along with skill sets, there may or may not be certain 
criteria set forth by districts for leaders tackling the challenge of turning around a school. Urban 
turnaround principals are faced with overwhelming and sometimes unreasonable expectations 
that have been delegated by state and federal legislation (Bloom & Owens, 2011). In addition to 
the expectations from school districts, state and federal legislation, urban school turnaround 
principals face other challenges in increasing the achievement of their students and meeting the 
needs of the students. Many students in urban schools live in poverty, get inadequate healthcare, 
and come from transient families (Dolph, 2017). These challenges change into problems for the 
students, principals, and teachers to overcome.   
Leading Urban School Change 
Kotter and Cohen (2011) recognize that often the single biggest obstacle in organizational 
change is the leader. The importance of the school leader is recognized throughout school reform 
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and turnaround school literature (Green, 2015; Jacobson, Brooks, Giles, Johnson, & Ylimaki, 
2007; Leithwood, Harris, & Hopkins, 2008; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2008). Urban principals play a 
central role in leading school reform in some of the neediest schools across the United States. 
“Yet, the role of urban turnaround principals is poorly understood and often overlooked in 
systemic reform efforts, hindering the scope and effectiveness of their school improvement 
work” (Orr, Bryne-Jimenez, McFarlane & Brown, 2005, p. 24). Leading change in schools is 
difficult and can be especially difficult in urban schools that face a plethora of challenges other 
than low student achievement. Much of the research conducted on school improvement shows 
that all schools have the potential to change, but that quality leadership is an important factor in 
changing a school (Hopkins, 2001). Principals bear the greatest consequences of accountability 
in turning around a school. Schools that fail to improve within a certain amount of time can face 
state sanctions or school closure and principals can be fired (Good, 2008). As the school leader, 
the principal must keep in mind both leadership and accountability.   
Leadership styles of principals vary. The difference between leadership and management 
must be addressed when the focus is on leading change in schools. Morrison (1998) denoted 
management as ways of making sure the vision happens; in comparison to leadership, which 
includes creating direction, vision, strategy, and transformation of an organization. There are 
times when principals who are managers may be top-down and controlling and create repressive 
environments through unsolicited decision making, causing teachers to feel devalued and ignored 
(Caruso, 2013). Within the theoretical framework of change, which was used for this study, 
Kotter (1998) focuses on the differences between leadership and management, citing that the 
differences are “crucial” in organizational change.   
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Urban turnaround principals have the potential to influence significant change in their 
schools. Good (2008) points out that there is growing literature about the role of urban principals 
in school reform and improvement. When principals are given the charge to change a school, 
they face the challenge of dealing with key social structures such as teachers, staff, and other 
stakeholders within their school while balancing the pressures to create change (Caruso, 2013).  
These turnaround principals need to be aware that they alone cannot change the school. Support 
from key stakeholders is needed and should be concerned with building capacity for improved 
teaching and learning (Harris, 2006). James and Connolly (2000), who agreed with the notion of 
sharing leadership stated that during the change process of improving a school, “leadership 
moved from the ex-officio leader to others in the school” (p. 142). Shared leadership and 
transformational leadership are seen throughout the literature on turnaround principals 
(Leithwood & Jantzi, 2006; Printy, Marks & Bowere, 2009).   
Empirical Research on Turnaround Principals 
  Though urban middle schools face problems, various studies have shown that failing, 
urban schools can be turned around (Jacobson, Johnson, Ylimaki and Giles, 2009; Klar & 
Brewer, 2014; Reed & Swaminathan, 2016; Thielman, 2012). Much of the research in today’s 
turnaround literature has been conducted on turnaround in elementary schools and high schools 
(Bennett, 2012; Bloom & Owens, 2011; Duke & Salmonwicz, 2010; Jacobson, Brooks, Giles, 
Johnson & Ylimaki, 2007; Stosich, 2017). Few researchers have chosen to focus on turnaround 
efforts in middle schools, specifically urban middle schools. Improving middle grades education 
has proved difficult and much of what is known about improving, high-poverty schools is in the 
setting of elementary schools which may not apply to middle school settings (US Department of 
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Education, 2000). This section of the literature review focused on seminal turnaround research 
studies with schools where principals led successful turnaround.   
A 2009 case study conducted by Jacobson, Johnson, Ylimaki, and Giles looked at how a 
turnaround principal had sustained success over time after turning the school around. After 
converting the school to a charter school, the principal began the turnaround process by hiring 
new teachers. She hired a diverse group of teachers, ones she felt were focused on student 
learning. The principal build teacher capacity through professional development to ensure they 
would provide high quality instruction to the students. Curriculum maps were created for each 
grade level and various instructional programs such as Saturday school, summer programs, 7th 
and 8th grade Advanced Placement courses, and single-sex classrooms were implemented 
(Jacobson, Johnson, Ylimaki & Giles, 2009). The principal held teachers accountable and they, 
in return, raised the expectations for student achievements. With this expectation of higher 
student achievement, the culture of the school changed and so did the school. The school was 
held accountable based on standardized achievement test that the students took each year. The 
researchers collected data from standardized test scores, field notes, school visits, interviews and 
a focus group. They used NYSED report card data on standardized test scores, as well as annual 
reports generated by FCCS’s governing board. These documents allowed researchers to compare 
the data of the school before it was turned around, during the turnaround and the data since the 
completion of the turnaround.  After analysis of the data, the researchers were able to meet their 
goal of seeing how Fraser Community Charter School was able to sustain success over time.   
 The principal studied in Duke and Salmonowicz’s (2010) case study was a first-year 
turnaround principal in the state of Virginia. The study focused on “the choice in judgement of 
the principal in relation to her efforts to raise student achievement” (Duke & Salmonowicz, 
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2010, p. 38). An exploratory case study based on a single-site case using a decision-making 
conceptual framework was the methodology for this study. Data collection began when the 
principal was first assigned to the school. The researchers documented the decisions the principal 
made in efforts to turn around the school. Some of the decisions included terminating the 
school’s Montessori program, putting an effective reading program in place, and expanding the 
special education program to include inclusion. She also adopted the balanced scorecard, a 
process normally used in the private sector to track progress on school improvement targets 
(Duke & Salmonowicz, 2010). Along with the balance scorecard Principal Williams made sure 
to increase teacher accountability by mandating that all teachers, from the gym teacher to the 
librarian, teach reading during a designated time slot each day. Data were collected during the 
study through interviews with the principal. Each of the interviews were intended to build on the 
responses from the previous interview. All interviews involved discussion on what had been 
done since the prior interview to attend to each problem, the decisions the principal made in 
combination with these efforts, and the outcome of the choices that had been made (Duke & 
Salmonowicz, 2010). All of the decisions made by Principal Williams were in effort to increase 
student achievement at Keswick Elementary during her first year as a turnaround principal.  
Duke and Salmonowicz (2010) “identified 49 key decisions” (p. 39) made by the principal in this 
case.  Those decisions were grouped into the five categories of performance, policy, program, 
process, and personnel, based on the primary emphasis of the decision.  
 Cristo Rey Boston High School is an example of a successful principal-directed school 
turnaround. The research methodology used by Thielman (2012) to study Cristo Rey Boston 
High School was a single site observational case study method. Direct observation was used to 
follow the efforts of the principal and the efforts of his staff. In the spring of 2007, Father Jose 
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Medina became principal of the school, only to find a school in decline. Principal Medina turned 
the school around in three phases. During the first phase, he lengthened the school day by 15 
minutes, got rid of a rotating schedule, added professional development days to focus on 
improving instruction, and email communication was put into place at the school. Medina gave 
his administrative responsibilities to the assistant principal so that he could focus on developing a 
strategy to improve instruction, and during professional development days, he sent the teachers 
to high-performing charter schools and began an intensive focus on student data. In phase two of 
the turnaround process, the school developed common assessments that were aligned to the 
Massachusetts state standards in math and English, and freshman were given the exam every 
month until they showed 90% proficiency. An after-school remediation program that included 
general instruction, practice, and tutoring (Thielman, 2012), was put into place to help students 
who showed deficiencies. In phase three of the turnaround, Medina and his staff focused on 
continuous improvement throughout the school.  
 Klar and Brewer’s (2014) research study of a high-poverty, rural school aimed to identify 
how certain leadership practices were adapted to increase student achievement in a rural high 
poverty school. Through the principal’s leadership, the school moved from the lowest in the 
district to being recognized for increased academic achievement. The principal adapted his 
leadership to the needs of the school to bring about change. The middle school increased from 
achieving 13 out of 21 objectives to 19 out of 21 annual yearly progress objectives. Through 
interviews, site visits and the collection of data, researchers were able to identify what worked in 
this particular case. This middle school was able to improve through the leader’s development of 
people, direction setting, restructuring of the school, and closely managing the instructional 
program.      
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 Thirteen low-performing middle schools were studied by Villavicencio and Grayman 
(2012) to find strategies that turnaround principals used to help improve student achievement. 
Two rounds of data collection were conducted at each school. Researchers conducted 60-minute 
interviews with the principals and held teacher focus groups with teachers that had been selected 
by the principal of each school. Villavicencio and Grayman (2012) used four topic areas 
identified in turnaround literature (leadership, professional capacity, student engagement and 
support, and parent and community engagement) to guide the initial code development. The 
results of their study showed that the middle schools improved achievement when the principal 
focused on developing teacher capacity within the school, created small learning communities, 
targeted student sub-populations, and directed teachers use data to inform instruction. The 
strategies used by these turnaround principals are believed to be key factors in the improvement 
of student achievement in each of the schools (Villavicencio & Grayman, 2012).  
 These seminal case studies on turnaround principals all used qualitative case study 
method to conduct research at the failing schools. The focus of each case study varied, but they 
all encompassed decisions, strategies, or changes made by the principals leading the turnaround 
as well as principal leadership practices. With the exception of the observation case study, the 
other four cases collected various data that included but was not limited to interviews, focus 
groups, site visits, and student assessment data. Four of the five studies researched one school, 
thus limiting the generalizability of the findings. But, because all of these seminal studies in 
some way examined the decisions the principals made, leadership practices or strategies used by 
the principal to improve the school, I can infer that these elements are important to the 
improvement of failing schools. The success of the school was dependent on the decisions made, 
strategies used and the leadership practices of the principals leading the improvement efforts.  
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Seminal studies like these helped inform future research and added to the literature on 
turnaround principals and turnaround schools.  
Change 
The term school improvement is often used when speaking about educational change in 
schools. According to Fullan (2007), change is facilitated by the arrangement of policies and 
procedures by participants at many levels of an organization. This includes leadership, teachers 
and other staff as well as outside partners, such as parents and community organizations. Morris 
(1998) suggested that there are six characteristics in educational change: 
• Change is structural and systematic. 
• Change is multi-dimensional. 
• Change strategies must emerge over time, be flexible and adaptive. 
• Change is a process that occurs over time. 
• Change is viewed differently by various participants and therefore calls up a range of 
responses. 
• Change requires investment in technological resources, human resources and the 
management process (p. 25). 
James and Connolly (2000) agree with Morris’s characteristics, calling them themes of 
educational change. Across the literature, change is seen as multidimensional (Fullan, 2001; 
Holmes, Clement & Albright, 2013; Morris, 1998). Zins and Illback (2007) found that the 
change process involves several interconnected phases, each with its own evaluation piece. The 
process of change does not happen immediately, but when going through change, one must 
accomplish short-term goals before reaching the goal of overall change.  
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Change in Urban Schools 
The practice of school improvement undoubtedly involves some form of change. 
Whether the change is imposed or self-initiated, it is complex because change can cause a range 
of emotions from anxiety, to anger, to excitement for those involved (James & Connolly, 2000). 
School improvement or change efforts in schools can be especially difficult for schools that have 
additional challenges such as poverty, are under-performing, or other social disadvantages. 
Changes in these schools often do not last (Harris, 2006). This has been seen throughout 
education history, as change has been a consistent part of the education system narrative. In 
urban schools, government and school district-initiated change efforts have tried to ensure that 
low-performing schools were able to gain access to resources to improve education (Narain, 
Brown & Navarro, 2011). Even still, many of the change efforts put forth continue to fail. With 
more accountability put on principals and teachers, schools across the country “feel relentless 
pressure to improve” (Harris, 2006, p. 9). The Department of Education’s agenda remains 
focused on improving schools, particularly schools not meeting state standards or those that are 
in the bottom percent in their state. School reform initiatives have done little to change the larger 
landscape of urban schools across the nation (Boutte, 2012). In urban areas, failing schools have 
become the norm. 
The process of changing low-performing schools into high performing schools varies in 
each undertaking because of the individual needs of each school. West and Ainscow (2005) have 
established that many students in urban areas come to school carrying the burdens of hunger, 
poverty, and poor housing. These factors make improving student achievement even more 
challenging, however, the goals are the same for each failing, urban turnaround school: to 
improve student achievement. The change process will require a collaborative effort in schools 
 32 
and teacher education programs to shift the view from seeing urban schools as failures, to seeing 
their possibilities (Boutte, 2012).   
Change is often met with resistance. In schools where things have been done a certain 
way for years, staff and other stakeholders may be unsupportive of the changes that are being 
made. “People resist change when they feel it is not in their best interest” (Calabrese, 2002, p. 
326). Teachers who do not have input may feel as though they are being forced into changing 
something they believe is working. “Teachers and staff members in these schools might not be 
receptive to instructional innovations because they believe that what they are doing is already 
effective—why change tried-and-true instructional strategies if they are getting results?” 
(Carlson & Patterson, 2015, p. 593). Other reasons why change in urban schools is met with 
resistance can be attributed to unwelcomed change pressure (Orr, Berg & Meier, 2008), the 
requirement of teachers shifting from a tradition of private individual teaching practice to a more 
collective school wide practice of teaching (Aas, 2017), and/or because of the demands of the 
principal (Reed & Swaminathan, 2016). In a 2010 study on turnaround schools, Duke and 
Salmonowicz found that school staff were not the only ones that met change in schools with 
resistance, but members at central or district office often met the turnaround with resistance.     
The Change Process 
 The change process can be lengthy and challenging. Zins and Illback (2007) note that 
attempts to rush the process of change may lead to failure.  There is evidence that schools in 
challenging situations can change and improve their circumstance (Harris, 2006), but school 
leaders and other stakeholders need to understand that educational change is a process that can 
take years. All schools that partake in efforts to improve are not successful and some school 
districts have seen change more so as the enemy than the solution. Halls and Hord (2001) found 
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in their research that implementation progress varied by schools because of differences in 
leadership. Many skilled, urban educators have gone through cycle after cycle of urban school 
reform, only to fail to experience significant changes in educational outcomes for students 
attending urban schools (Narain, Brown & Navarro, 2011). A reason for this may be that 
educators do not understand the full process of change in schools. Besides understanding the 
process of change, educators need to become more skillful in using the process when attempting 
to create change. (Hopkins, 2001).  Although there is no one size fits all model for change in 
schools, Miles (1986), Fullan (1991), Hopkins (2001), and Kotter (1998) agree that there are 
overlapping stages in the change process. For the purpose of this research, Kotter’s framework 
for organizational change guides the study of this.     
Framework 
 The theoretical framework of a study is derived from the orientation or stance that one 
brings to a study (Merriam, 1998). Anfara and Mertz (2006) defined theoretical frameworks as 
“any empirical or quasi-empirical theory of social and/or psychological processes… that can be 
applied to the understanding of phenomena” (p. xxvii). The framework helped provide a lens 
through which data will be analyzed. Throughout the literature on principal leadership in 
turnaround schools, the topic that has been prevalent throughout my research is the theme of 
principals creating change. The literature indicates that for a turnaround principal to be 
successful in influencing improved student achievement, he or she must bring about change 
(Datnow & Castellano, 2001; Harris, 2006; Malen, Croninger, Muncey & Redmond-Jones, 2002; 
Naraian, Brown & Navarro, 2010; Zins & Illback, 2007). The principal’s leadership and 
understanding of change, is perhaps the most important component in bringing about change in 
failing schools (Calabrese, 2002). 
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Kotter’s Leading Organizational Change  
The change framework used for this research study was Kotter’s leading change process.  
Throughout my research on the topic of urban middle school principals turning around failing 
schools, the theme of the leading the change process was prevalent (Aas, 2017; Harris, 2006; 
Holmes, Clement, & Albright, 2013; Zins & Illback, 2007). The process of leading a school 
turnaround is no easy feat, but there are schools that have found success. Kotter’s (1998) model 
will act as a guide to characterize the strategies used by the principals in this study to turnaround 
their once failing school. With this in mind, the model of leading change focused specifically on 
how the leaders led the change process and the strategies used to bring about an effective change 
in the school.  
While it is important to know that this model is not an educational model and was 
adapted from the business sector, Kotter’s model for leading change can be used in areas outside 
of the business realm. In the preface of his book Leading Change, Kotter (1995) stated that the 
book was written based on an article he had written “after his analysis of dozens of initiatives 
over the prior fifteen years to produce significant useful change in organizations via 
restructuring, reengineering, restrategizing, acquisitions, downsizing, quality programs, and 
cultural renewal” (p. ix). The eight steps he had given could be used as a guideline to help those 
going through organizational transformation. His expansion of the article produced an eight-step 
process that was precise in guiding the conversation back to the driving force that guides the 
process of change, leadership (Kotter, 1995).  
   The eight-step process Kotter (1995) presented that is critical for successful change in 
organizations, includes the following: 
1. Establishing a sense of urgency; 
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2. Forming a powerful guiding coalition; 
3. Creating a vision; 
4. Communicating the vision; 
5. Empowering others to act on the vision; 
6. Planning for and creating short-term wins; 
7. Consolidating improvements and producing still more change; 
8. Institutionalizing new approaches (Kotter, 1995). 
 Kotter (2012) emphasized the importance of sequence in this process of change. He 
stated that “skipping even a single step or getting too far ahead without a solid base almost 
always creates problems” (p. 26). Starting at the beginning with the first step, establishing a 
sense of urgency, is crucial to gaining needed cooperation (Kotter, 2012). This step begins the 
transformation and gains the cooperation of other stakeholders. In this first step of the process, 
leaders should identify and discuss potential crisis or major opportunities and help others 
understand why change is urgent. 
Step two, forming a powerful guiding coalition, the leader should assemble a group with 
enough power to lead the change effort (Kotter, 1998). The leader should urge staff to work 
together as a team, as no one person has the skills to make the transformation happen alone. “A 
strong guiding coalition is always needed- one with the right composition, level of trust, and 
shared objectives” (Kotter, 2012, p. 54). Building a strong team in the early phase is essential in 
school or organization transformations. 
Creating a vision and strategy is step three of Kotter’s change process. This step helps 
clarify that the direction of change is important. The leader creates a vision to help direct the 
change efforts and develops strategies with the team for achieving that vision. By having a 
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vision, the team can easily identify what is important and what is not important. The vision helps 
facilitate major changes and helps align key stakeholder’s motivation in working towards the 
vision (Kotter, 2012). 
Leaders should use every vehicle possible to communicate the vision for change.  
Understanding and making a commitment to something new is not an easy task, especially when 
it is forced change. Leaders should communicate through the use of many forums. The vision is 
shared most successfully when many different ways of communication are used such as in 
memos, group meetings, informal talks, newsletters, etc. Using more than one mode of 
communication consistently reinforces the vision and ensures key players know the goal that is 
being worked towards (Kotter, 2012).  
Leaders should empower others to act on the vision. This encourages the removal of 
barriers in achieving the vision, which includes people, and support in trying new approaches.  
This may incorporate providing new training, aligning systems to fit in with the vision and 
tapping into other powers (Kotter, 2012). Some systems and structures may need to be change if 
they destabilize the vision that has been established.  
Step six, planning for and creating short-term wins encourages the creation of short-term 
goals. Real transformation takes time, and some may lose momentum if there are no short-term 
goals to meet and celebrate (Kotter, 1995). Short term goals provide the evidence that the 
sacrifice is worth it and that progress is being made. Leaders should recognize and reward those 
involved in making improvements and meeting short term goals.  
The sixth step in the process is consolidating improvements and producing still more 
change. This means that those involved in the change initiative should be aware that the new 
approaches are “fragile and subject to regression” (Kotter, 1995, p. 66). A full transformation can 
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take three or more years, thus, those involved should not get too involved in celebrating and 
declaring that changes have been fully made.    
The last step of Kotter’s framework is institutionalizing new approaches. In this last step 
of the process, there is a heavy focus on culture. The new practices that have been put in place 
should now supersede the old culture and leaders should “articulate the connections between the 
new behaviors and organizational success” (Kotter, 1998, pg.29). This may involve some 
turnover, but in changing the culture, sometimes key people need to be removed.  
 This framework that was adopted from the business sector can be implemented in school 
turnaround. This study used this frame to help articulate how successful, urban, middle school 
turnaround principals’ turnaround their failing schools. Principals need to approach change with 
a sense of urgency, all while bringing in key stake holders and creating vision.  Kotter (1995, 
1996, 1998, 2002, 2005, 2012) has shown over the years how, through the use of this framework, 
leaders can lead change. 
Empirical Research using Kotter’s Framework 
 Kotter’s (1995) model for leading change has been used in both the business sector and 
the education sector. Seen as a diverse model for change in organizations, the eight-step 
framework has been praised for its diversity (Nitta, Wrobel, Howard & Jimmerson-Eddings, 
2009). This section of the literature review focuses on three studies that used Kotter’s (1995) 
leading change model as the study’s framework.   
 In a 2009 study conducted by Nitta et. al (2009), the researchers explored a 
superintendent’s attempt to lead the transformation of the school district’s organization. Kotter’s 
(1995) eight-step framework of organizational change was applied (Nitta et al. 2009). The 
research question for the study was, “How can Kotter’s eight-step change framework help to 
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explain Superintendent Brooks’ attempt to lead the transformation of the Little Rock school 
district (LRSD)?” (Nitta et al., 2009, p. 471). Data were collected through document reviews, in-
depth personal interviews, and group and telephone-administered surveys and the data were 
analyzed through the context of Kotter’s eight steps. Researchers found that the district’s 
leadership did not complete step four and failed to achieve step five. No further steps were 
completed once there was a break down in step five. Nitta, et al. (2009) concluded that “with 
regard to Kotter’s eight-step framework, the case of Superintendent Brooks and the LRSD 
reorganization validates the assumption of Kotter’s framework that change must be led rather 
than the assumption of Kelman’s model that it can be unleashed” (p. 483). 
 Eddy’s (2003) study investigated the formation of a planned union among five two-year 
institutions within the same state. The study sought to discover whether or not Kotter’s (1995) 
leading change model could help explain the successes and failures of the formation of the 
consortium in community colleges. While Kotter’s (1995) framework provided a model that 
primarily addresses the business sector, the researcher in this study believed the framework 
provided a guide from which institutions of higher learning could draw strategies and employ 
them to their own circumstances (Eddy, 2003). Interview data were collected from a purposeful 
sample of 11 administrators from the five colleges along with artifacts supplied by the colleges 
and the alliance website. The analysis of this case revealed the following: 
Analyzing the case using Kotter's (1996) framework highlights that the consortium came 
up short in completing the change process. The shortcomings of the consortium are 
partially attributed to the lack of passage of time for the member institutions, but more so 
point to the lack of leadership in providing direction and the inability of the consortium to 
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embed alliance visions and strategies into the cultures of the member institutions (Eddy, 
2003, p. 16). 
This case illustrates how a lack of strong leadership can impede change and how change can be 
complex within a group. 
 Both cases used Kotter’s (1995) leading change framework. Though the participants were 
not successful in both cases, the researchers concluded the importance of leadership in 
organizational change. Kotter’s framework adds knowledge to both the public sector and the 
field of education. “In the field of public education, the American Association of School 
Administrators offered a certification workshop, “Leading Bold Change,” based on Kotter’s 
eight-step framework that promised to empower school administrators as change agents” (Nitta, 
et al., 2009, p. 466). This model continues to be used in sectors to lead change and as a model for 
leading change research.  
Conclusion 
 The literature reviewed in this chapter was provided to build a significant background for 
this study. The review began by examining the history of urban schools and urban school reform 
to help build background knowledge on urban schools. The next section, on turnaround reviewed 
how the initial school turnaround model was adapted from the practice of business turnaround 
and what happens in turning around a school. An in-depth look at middle schools and the 
challenges that urban middle schools face was reviewed. In addition to reviewing the literature 
on middle schools, principal leadership, with a focus on turnaround principal leadership, was 
included in this literature review section. The section on change led into the theoretical 
framework for this study, Kotter’s change theory, and went into details as to how this framework 
helped guide the research.   
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The purpose of this multi-site, qualitative case study was to investigate the perspectives 
of successful urban turnaround middle school principals and the strategies they used to improve a 
failing urban middle school in the state of Tennessee. Many school districts are facing a shortage 
of turnaround principals. Research has found that the shortage of trained and qualified principals 
along with the mandate from the Department of Education to change the principal of a 
turnaround school, have contributed to this shortage (Hochbein, Mitchell, & Pollio, 2013). Some 
principals have been successful in turning around a failing school, but 70% of major change 
efforts are unsuccessful (Kowal & Hassel, 2011). With this in mind, this study explored the 
following questions:  
1. How do successful turnaround principals in urban middle schools perceive they 
brought about change in a failing school? 
2. What are the differential change strategies used by urban middle school turnaround 
principals to turn around a failing school? 
This chapter will provide a detailed description of the methodology used to conduct this 
study.  An overview of the qualitative data collection process, which included interviews and 
data analyses are included in this chapter, followed by a discussion of the methods of 
verification. 
Design of Study 
This study used a multi-site, comparative case study design. As defined by Merriam 
(2009), “a case study is an in-depth description and analyses of a bounded system” (p. 40). Yin 
(2014) defined a case study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 
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phenomenon in depth and within its real-world context, especially when boundaries between 
phenomenon and context may not be clearly evident” (p. 16). A qualitative case study research 
design can be used to study multiple phenomena systematically, then compare and contrast them. 
A multi-site, comparative case study design allows the researcher to gather evidence from more 
than one case and conduct a cross-case analysis of the data that is gathered. This multi-site case 
study addresses the same research questions in two urban, middle school settings.  
The bounded systems in this study were once failing urban middle schools that had been 
able to maintain at least 3 years of turnaround. The principals in each case had successfully 
turned around their school. The design of the study allowed the researcher to collect data with 
the intent to further understand the strategies used and to answer the study’s research questions. 
A visual representation, which guided my thinking, is seen in Figure 1.   
Rationale for Qualitative Study Design 
A qualitative, multiple case study design was used to investigate the perspectives of 
successful urban turnaround middle school principals and the similarities and differences in 
strategies used to turn around their failing school. Merriam (1998) suggest that the study design 
be determined by the problem, the questions raised and the end product desired. The case study 
design is suitable for this case because of the analysis of the bounded system of turnaround 
principals in turnaround schools. A case study design allows me to address the problem of urban 
schools continuing to fail to meet the standards set forth by school districts and states by 
studying the principals who have been successful in turning around a failing school. By using 
this study design, I was able to gain insight on their perspective of how they turned around a 
failing school. This case study design also allowed me to answer the study’s research questions, 
in hopes of giving other turnaround principals in urban failing schools a blueprint for  
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Figure 1. Flowchart design of the study. 
Research 
Questions
• How do successful turnaround principals in urban schools perceive they 
brought about change to turn around a failing school?
• What are the similarities and differences in change strategies used by 
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• Themes related to the strategies used by principals to turnaround school.
• Themes related to their perceptions of turning around the school
• Data filtered through Kotter's framework
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organizational school change. Yin (2014) stated that the case study method has a specific 
advantage when asking a “how or why question about a contemporary set of events or over 
which a researcher had little or no control” (p. 14). The first research question in this study is a 
“how” question about a set of events I had no control over, further solidifying the need to do a 
case study.    
Conducted in a natural setting, qualitative research helps researchers understand and 
explain the meaning of social phenomenon. Rich in description of people, places and 
conversations, this qualitative research encompasses “multiple realities or interpretations” 
(Merriam, 2009, p. 8) of a single phenomenon or event, which allowed me to create a picture 
with thick, rich description.  
In addition to gaining an understanding of the phenomenon studied, qualitative methods 
consist of three kinds of data collection: direct observations, written documents and interviews 
(Patton, 1990). Because these methods of data collection are anchored in real-life situations, I am 
able to tell the stories of the cases studied.   
Qualitative Methods 
Creswell (2014) defined qualitative research as “an approach for exploring and 
understanding the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem” (p. 4).  
For this case, the individuals studied were urban middle school turnaround principals in an effort 
to know more of how successful turnaround principals implemented a change in an urban middle 
school. The research questions and problem in this study led me to take a qualitative approach 
instead of a quantitative approach. Yin (2014) pointed out that different methods of research 
have specific advantages. The case study method has a distinct advantage when the research 
question asks “how” or “why” or focuses on a contemporary event or complex issue. This 
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research focused on understanding the human experiences of the cases studied. The qualitative 
method design allows for the researcher to gain insight and understanding of what it takes to 
turnaround a school, which in turn adds to the literature on school improvement. The 
characteristics of qualitative research are desirable for this study because of the problem and the 
nature of the research questions. Through the use of qualitative methods, I am able to put an 
“emphasis on experience, understanding and meaning-making” (Merriam, 2009, p. 9).  
Role of the Researcher 
The role of the researcher is imperative because the researcher is the primary instrument 
for data collection and analysis (Merriam, 1988). Researchers are an important part of the 
research process because the chief responsibility of the researcher is to collect primary data 
(LeCompte, Schensul, Weeks & Singer, 1999). In order to be effective in the role as a researcher, 
researchers should possess certain skills or attributes. Yin (2014) gave a basic list of desired 
attributes or skills of the researcher. This list included: 
1. Ask good questions and interpret the answers fairly 
2. Be a good listener 
3. Stay adaptive 
4. Have a firm grasp on issues being studied 
5. Avoid biases 
By taking into account that the researcher is an integral part of the research, it was my 
goal to use the aforementioned attributes and to be aware of biases, values, and personal 
background (Creswell, 2014). There are biases that arise when a researcher works in the same 
field that they are studying. For example, a researcher who works in the education field and is 
researching a particular program may or may not have a bias against the program he or she is 
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studying.   
Reflexivity is the process of reflecting judgmentally on the self as a researcher (Merriam, 
2009). Creswell (2013) presented reflexivity as the “researcher conveying their background, how 
it informs their interpretation of the information in a study and what they have to gain from the 
study” (p. 47). With reflexivity, the researcher is helping the readers understand how a particular 
researcher’s values and expectations influence the study. Maxwell (2005) stated that the 
qualitative researcher “is the research instrument in a qualitative study” (p.79). The researcher is 
also the analyzer of the data during the data analysis process. Qualitative researchers need to be 
aware of the potential for bias in their data collection and analysis.   
The role of the researcher also includes gaining entry to a research site. Flick (2009) 
stressed the importance of having access to the field of study. Although I am an educator and 
have been for many years, for the purpose of research, I still had to seek approval of a 
gatekeeper. “Gatekeepers are individuals at the site who provide access to the site and allow or 
permit the research to be done” (Creswell, 2014, p. 188).  
 I have an interest in this research because in my 15 years as an educator, 8 of those years 
were spent working in turnaround schools as a teacher. Since turnaround schools and turnaround 
school leadership are fairly new phenomena, further research is still needed to help fill the 
shortage of turnaround principal leaders. Although I have yet to be a principal, I believe that my 
experience as a teacher in a turnaround school will help enrich the study. To minimize bias and 
to ensure all methods are verified, the data were triangulated with the use of interviews, 
documents, member checks, and use of multiple participants and sites.   
            As with any research study, IRB rules and regulations were followed to ensure that 
minimal is done to the participants. Informed consent from each participant is will be collected 
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from each participant. In planning and designing this qualitative case study, I have had to 
consider the ethical issues that might arise during the study and how to resolve them. Creswell 
(2013) stated that “we have to become more sensitive to potential issues that may arise in 
collecting data, especially through interviews and observations” (p. 57). As a researcher, it is my 
duty to be open and honest with the participants and make sure that they are fully aware of what 
the study entails and what will be done with the data. I was diligent in protecting the identities of 
the participants. “If a researcher promises confidentiality to the participants, they must be sure 
they can deliver confidentiality” (Rossman & Rallis, 2012, p.73). Pseudonyms were given to the 
participants of the study in order to protect their identity.   
Site and Participants 
Sites 
The method used in choosing the site and participants for this study was purposeful 
sampling. Sampling that identifies specific participants, studies a particular population or site and 
presents a strategy for selecting specific individuals is called purposeful sampling (Rossman & 
Rallis, 2012). Merriam (2009) stated that in purposeful sampling you must first define what 
selection criteria is vital in selecting the participants or locations to be studied. To find the 
participants for this study, the sites first had to be identified. The criteria that needed to be met 
for the site to be included in the study was: 
1.  The school needed to have been a turnaround school that has successfully 
been turned around within the last 4 years as defined by the Tennessee 
Department of Education.  
2. The school should have maintained growth for at least three years or more 
since the first year of the turnaround.   
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3. The school needed to be in an urban area. 
4. The school must be a middle school. 
5. The school must be in the state of Tennessee. 
To identify these schools, I went to the Tennessee Department of Education website. The 
website identifies reward schools, priority schools and focus schools. Knowing that rewards 
schools are the top high performing schools in the state, I focused on both the focus schools and 
the priority schools because they are both considered schools that need to be turned around.  
“Priority schools are the lowest- performing five percent of schools in Tennessee, in terms of 
academic achievement. These schools are eligible for inclusion in the Achievement School 
District or in district Innovation Zones. They may also plan and adopt turnaround models for 
school improvement” (Tennessee Department of Education, 2017, para. 4). Like priority school, 
focus schools are low performing schools. Tennessee Department of Education (2017) defined 
focus schools as “the 10 percent of schools in the state with the largest achievement gaps 
between groups of students, such as racial and ethnic groups, students from economically 
disadvantaged backgrounds, students with disabilities and English-language learners.”    
I looked at the list of focus and priority schools from the years 2012 to 2014. Part of the 
criteria was that the school has been successful for three years or more. Therefore, I was only 
able to look at schools up until the year of 2014. There were no data available on the website for 
low-performing schools for years prior to 2012. Next, I examined the list and identified the 
middle schools that were on the list throughout the state of Tennessee and in urban areas. From 
the 2012 list of priority schools, there were 25 middle schools located in urban areas. On the 
2012 list of focus schools, there were only four urban middle schools identified. Once I had 
identified the middle schools in urban areas, I compared the list to see which schools remained 
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on the list from year to year and which schools had been removed. Schools that had been 
removed from the list could be considered. I cross-referenced the list seven times to ensure that 
schools remained off of the focus or priority schools list for at least three years. Once I cross-
referenced the list, I made a list of the schools that were eligible to participate based on no longer 
being a focus or priority school.   
Participants 
The focus of this study was on the perspectives of urban middle school turnaround 
principals and the change strategies they used to turnaround a failing school. The site participants 
for this study were the school principals. Once the middle school sites list had been narrowed 
down, I needed to find urban middle school turnaround principals who were willing to 
participate in the study. Since the research was specific to turnaround principals, the participants 
needed to meet criterion to participate in the study. I needed to find out if the principal was the 
principal that who had turned around the school and whether or not they had been there for at 
least three years. Many principals leave once the school had been turned around. This component 
was a very important part in going forth with the study.  
Brookland Middle School and Bright Prep Academy, both located in an urban area in the 
Southeastern United States, met the requirements for the study. Once the sites and principals had 
been decided, the next step was to contact the gatekeeper. Creswell (2014) defined gatekeepers 
as “individuals at the site who provide access to the site and allow or permit the research to be 
done” (pg. 188). The gatekeepers in this case were the superintendents. Though children were 
not being interviewed, approval was still needed. Once approval was given by the superintendent 
and the IRB was approved, I contacted the principals and asked if they would participate in the 
study.  Once each principal agreed and signed a consent form, I was able to begin collecting data 
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at the two schools.  
Data Collection 
 
Creswell (2011) sees data collection as a sequence of interconnected activities that gather 
good information to answer research questions. There are multiple ways to collect data in using 
the case study approach. Interviews, observations, records, and physical artifacts are types of 
data that can be collected in qualitative studies. Interviews, documents, and observations were 
used as sources of collecting data in this study. Documents were used to acquire valuable 
information that an interview or observation may miss, while interviews and observations allow 
the researcher to ask specific questions and observe actions of participants that will help answer 
the study’s research questions.  Table 1 illustrates how each of the sources collected in this study 
were used to answer the research questions.  
Interviews   
Yin (2014) stated that the interview is one of the most important sources of evidence in 
case study research. Interviews are needed when we cannot perceive behaviors, feelings, or how 
people understand the world around them (Merriam, 2009). For this study, semi-structured 
interview questions were created.  Merriam (2009) articulated that semi-structured interviews are 
a mix of structured and less structured questions. “These interviews are guided by a list of 
questions or issues to be explored, but neither the exact wording nor the order of the questions is 
determined ahead of time (Merriam, 1988, p. 74). This allows the researcher to react to new 
ideas that are given from the participants and ask questions that emerge during the interview.    
Creswell (2014) suggest that interviews are useful when researchers cannot directly 
observe participants and that interviews can provide historical information about participants. 
The objective of the interviews was to collect qualitative data that answered the research 
 50 
questions of this study. In respect to this study’s research questions, I sought to gain the 
perspectives of the principals and how they felt they brought about change to turnaround the 
failing school. Next, I aimed to collect information about the specific strategies they used, the 
specific steps they took and what the programs or initiatives the principal put in place to turn the 
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When creating the interview questions, the six types of questions Patton (1990) proposed, 
were used as a guideline. From this, a semi-structured interview protocol was created and 
piloted. A semi-structured interview allows an interviewer to ask more and less structured 
questions. The questions are more open-ended and more flexibly worded. This type of interview 
is halfway between a highly structured interview and an unstructured interview (Merriam, 1998) 
which is sometimes seen as an advantage when compared to the two. Semi-structured interviews 
are composed of more structured questions when there is specific information that is wanted 
from respondents. For example, in this study, specific questions were asked about how the 
turnaround principal turned around their school, their views of how they perceive they went 
about turning it around and the strategies used if any. Semi-structured interviews permit the 
researcher to reply to the interviewee with new questions depending on the response of the 
participant and emerging and new ideas. There is no pre-determined order, allowing the 
researcher to hopefully gain more information.    
Kotter’s (1995) steps for leading change was utilized as a guide to develop questions for 
the interviews. The questions created were important factors in answering the research questions 
of the study. To get good data from interviews, good questions need to be asked (Merriam, 
2009).  The types of questions asked depends on the focus of the study. Patton (1990) proposes 
six types of questions to ask in interviews to stimulate a response from the participant. 
1. Experience or behavior questions focus on what a person does or has done. 
2. Opinion/ value questions are aimed at understanding the cognitive and 
interpretive processes of people. 
3. Feeling questions are focused on understanding the emotional responses of 
people to their experiences and thoughts. 
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4. Sensory questions are about what is seen, heard, touched, tasted and smelled, 
5. Background/ Demographic questions concern the identifying characteristics of 
the person being interviewed.  
6. Time frame questions are any of the questions described above that can be 
asked in the present tense, or future tense (p. 290-293). 
I initially created 20 interview questions to ask the participants, with the intention of 
using feedback from content validity experts to eliminate needless questions and improve 
phrasing. I submitted the 20 interview questions to three content validity experts. Once the 
feedback was received, I was able to eliminate unneeded questions, reword some and add 
appropriate, possible follow-up questions to others. After I made improvements to the initial 
interview questions, the final interview protocol was designed. The final protocol, which can be 
found in Appendix A, consisted of 15 questions created for the principals so that the researcher 
could gain an understanding of how the principals perceived they brought about change in failing 
schools and whether or not the principals interviewed used similar strategies. The questions were 
written in no particular order. Being that a semi-structured interview protocol was used, this 
allowed the order of questioning to be flexible. Both principal interviews were recorded in order 
to assure accuracy of the principal’s responses when transcribed.  
Final Interview Protocol  
 After the interview protocol for the study was finalized and piloted, interviews were 
conducted at Bright Prep Academy and Brookland Middle school. Both schools are located in 
the same district in the Southeastern part of the United States. There was a total of two 
participants, one from each school. Each participant was the current principal of the school and 
the principal who had successfully led improvement efforts. “Interviews are necessary when we 
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cannot observe behavior, feelings, or how people interpret the world around them” (Merriam, 
2009, p. 88). Each principal had one initial interview, with follow-up correspondence through 
email for any clarifying questions.     
Observations 
 Observations serve as the second source of data collection for this study. An observation 
is distinguished from an interview because observations take place in the natural setting and the 
observation data represents a first-hand encounter (Merriam, 1998). The inclusion of 
observations in this study allowed me to gain further insight into the actions of the principal at 
each school and to see a first-hand encounter of some of the strategies that are still being put to 
use in the school. Yin (2014) recognized two types of observations, direct observations and 
participant observations. I opted to conduct direct, non-participant observations, where I 
observed but did not participate in any of the activities being observed.  
  Observations were conducted at both schools. At Brookland Middle I was able to 
observe a beginning of the year meeting with the entire staff. This meeting included discussions 
about the upcoming school year, team-building and school district-wide expectations. During the 
observation at Bright Prep Academy, I shadowed the principal while she observed  the teachers 
leading professional development for the other teachers. The principal went from session to 
session to ensure the professional developments were of high quality. After receiving approval 
from the principals, I was able to see how the principals interacted with the staff members, 
observe some of the new initiatives put in place during the turnaround, and observe how each 
principal continued to lead the school.    
 Throughout the observation process, field notes, a written account of observations 
(Merriam, 2009) were used to collect data. The time, place and purpose of the observation is 
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noted in the field notes and the people who are being observed. Field notes were taken with as 
much description as possible so that the readers can feel they are there through the rich, thick 
description given. These field notes assisted in the analysis of data and helped to paint a clearer 
picture of what was observed within the schools.   
Documents  
 In addition to interviews and observations, documents were collected and analyzed as 
part of the study. Wolff (2004) defined documents as “standardized artifacts, in so far as they 
typically occur in particular formats: as notes, case reports, contracts, drafts, death certificates, 
remarks, diaries, statistics, annual reports, certificates, judgments, letters or expert opinions” 
(p.284). In addition to being seen as stable, documents are able to be examined recurrently and 
the presence of the researcher does not alter the data that is provided from the document.   
For the purpose of this study, the documents that were collected were relevant to each 
school’s turn around. These documents included but were not limited to the principal’s meeting 
notes and meeting agendas, school annual yearly progress reports, past and present school 
improvement plans, student test data, professional development agendas, school and district 
goals, any data reports, and student achievement data. These documents gave me insight into 
what initiatives were put into place, various strategies used by the principals and to see how the 
schools improved over time.   
Data Analysis 
Analysis took place throughout the process of collecting data. Patton (1990) stated that 
“there is typically no precise point in which data collection ends and analysis begins” (pg. 377).  
Ideas about analysis occurred throughout the collection of data. To fulfill the purpose of 
presenting the reader with the themes, descriptions and patterns that linked the participants and 
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sites, I followed the interactive practice suggested by Creswell (2014). The first step was to 
organize and prepare the data for analysis. This involved typing up field notes, transcribing 
interviews, and organizing documents. Prior to this, case study databases were also created for 
each case study. This allowed me to keep the data organized and to document the data collected 
for each case. Merriam (2009) believes that all materials need to be organized so that they can be 
easily found.    
Interviews 
The audio recordings of the principal’s interviews were transcribed using Inqscribe 
software and Microsoft Word. I began transcribing the interviews after they had been completed 
and uploaded into Inqscribe. Once transcribed, the transcriptions were uploaded into NVivo 11 
pro for windows software.  
Observations 
 Field notes from the observations were typed into Evernote at the completion of each 
observation. Once all of the field notes had been added in Evernote, the field notes were 
uploaded into the appropriate case databases in NVivo. 
Documents 
The documents that were collected throughout the study were scanned into PDF files on 
the computer. These files were then uploaded into NVivo so that they could be analyzed along 
with the other data that was collected throughout the study.  
Once all of the data that had been collected from interviews, observations and documents 
was uploaded into NVivo, a word frequency count was done to identify the words and phrases 
that were used recurrently throughout the collection of data. The word frequency informed me of 
possible codes and themes that may continue to appear throughout the data analysis process.  
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Merging the Data Sources 
A with-in case analysis was done for each case. Merriam (2009) stated that “for the 
within-case analysis, each case is first treated as a comprehensive case in and about itself” (pg. 
204). Once I took several in-depth looks at the data from each case, I began to code the 
information with-in each case. Coding involves thinking through what you take as an indication 
of a classification or theme. Creswell (2013) gives a clear definition of coding as “a process that 
involves aggregating the text or visual data into small categories of information, seeking 
evidence for the code from different databases being used in a study, and then assigning a label 
to the code” (p. 184). The data were coded using NVivo software and the codes were combined 
and put into categories. The categories were then put into themes.   
After the with-in case analysis was completed for the two cases, a cross-case analysis was 
conducted. During the cross-case analysis, the data collected from both schools was analyzed 
collectively. Unlike single case studies, when doing analysis across cases, “the findings are likely 
to be more robust” (Yin, 2014, pg. 164). This process of cross case analysis gave me the 
opportunity to find commonalities and differences across the cases when looking at the strategies 
used by the principals and their perceptions of how they perceive they brought about change in 
their previously failing school through Kotter’s leading organizational change lens. 
Verification Methods 
Validity and reliability of a study’s findings are important. Several practices were utilized 
to verify the validity and trustworthiness of the data collected in this study. Triangulation, 
member checking, and an audit trail were used to validate the results. Along with the 
aforementioned verification methods, Merriam (1998) stated that the investigation must be 
conducted in an ethical manner to ensure the validity and reliability of the research.   
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Triangulation of Data 
Creswell (2014) defined triangulation as “examining evidence from different information 
data sources and using it to build a coherent justification of themes” (p. 201).  Merriam (2009) 
defined triangulation as “using multiple investigators, sources of data, or data collection methods 
to confirm emerging findings” (p. 229). As part of the triangulation, evidence from the 
interviews, documents, and observations were used. Triangulation not only allows the researcher 
to look across multiple types of data collected, but it assist with the reliability and validity of the 
study.    
Member Checks 
Member checking was utilized to help validate the interview data transcribed. It is 
suggested by Guba and Lincoln (1981) to do member checks continuously throughout the study. 
Participants should be able to recognize their experience in the researcher’s interpretation 
(Merriam, 2002). Member checking helps increase the validity of the data. In some cases, this 
may involve a follow-up interview with the participants and allow them to comment on the 
findings of the study. In this case no follow-up interviews were conducted.   
Audit Trail 
The final practice used to check the validity and reliability of the study will be an audit 
trail. An audit trail will allow for an external auditor to examine the process that was used to 
collect the data, analyze and interpret it (Clark, Havlicek, Heinich, McLaughlin, & Miskel, 
1982). This process describes how data was collected, how categories were developed and how 
various decisions were made. Merriam (1988) stated that researchers should present their 
methods in such detail that other researchers can use the original report to replicate the study (pg. 
173). In essence, the audit trial is a thorough explanation of how the research was performed and 
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how the data were analyzed.   
Conclusion  
The methods used for this research assisted in answering the research questions for this 
study on urban, middle school turnaround principals leading change in low performing, urban 
middle schools. Multi-case study method was chosen for this research because it employed 
multiple methods of data collection such as interviews, document collection and observations 
and the validity and reliability are stronger when studying more than one case (Merriam, 2009).  
Throughout the data collection process, the data was formally analyzed until the completion of 
the data collection. The methods of data collection during this study helped to create rich thick 
description from each case studied. Triangulation and member checks were done to ensure the 
validity and trustworthiness of the data. Chapter 4 will address the results of the data analysis 














ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS 
 This multi-site case study investigated how middle school turnaround principals 
perceived they brought about change and the strategies they used to bring about those changes. 
This research study sought to answer the following research questions: 
1. How do successful turnaround principals in urban middle schools perceive they 
brought about change in a failing school? 
2. What are the differential change strategies used by urban middle school turnaround 
principals to turn around a failing school? 
This chapter includes the qualitative data findings and themes from both Bright Prep and 
Brookland Middle School. Each school is presented first as a single case. Later in the chapter, 
Bright Prep and Brookland Middle Schools are combined to present the cross-case findings of 
how urban middle school turnaround principals perceived they brought about change in their 
failing schools. The cross-case findings of similar or different strategies that were used by the 
principals to bring about change are also presented. These findings and themes were based on an 
analysis of data from sources that include principal observations, principal interviews, 
documents, and archival records. In chapter three, a more detailed description of the data 
collection methods and procedures, which includes a brief discussion about how data sources 
were used for the triangulation of the study’s findings, can be found.  
Bright Prep and Brookland Middle School are in the same urban school district, located 
in the southeastern United States. Brookland Middle School includes grades six, seven, and 
eight. Bright Prep houses two schools in one building which includes grades six to twelve. For 
the purpose of this study, I focused on the middle school at Bright Prep, which includes grades 
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six, seven, and eight. Both schools are Title I schools, meaning the school has has a large 
percentages of children from low-income families and have very similar demographics. One of 
the large differences between the two school is that Bright Prep is a public charter, while 
Brookland Middle School is a traditional public middle school.  
Case 1: Bright Prep 
The outside of Bright Prep is more reminiscent of a three story, brick, office building 
than that of a school. The grass in the front is very well-maintained, while a lone sign, situated 
on the front lawn of the school building reads Bright Prep. Visitors, staff, and students all enter 
through the back entrance of the school, which has a large parking lot attached to it. A doorbell 
with a camera accompanying it is located right outside the main entrance. There is construction 
going on at the school, as I am able to walk right into the school entrance without ringing the 
doorbell. A staircase leading upstairs to classrooms is adjacent to the entrance. On the wall is a 
large sign that reads “ALL VISTORS REPORT TO THE MAIN OFFICE” with an arrow 
pointing in the way of the office. Large glass windows line the brick walls of the hallway. The 
dark tile floors make the school seem cold. The front office door was ajar as I walked in. I was 
greeted by the secretary sitting behind a desk. A large counter is in front of her desk, while a 
circular shaped table sits in the corner. The teacher mailboxes line the wall behind and a door 
leading to what looks like the teacher’s lounge can be seen. The secretary calls to another 
secretary to inform Principal Joiner that I have arrived.  
Bright Prep has 190 students enrolled in grades six through eight. With nearly 100% of 
the student’s living in the city’s urban core, 97% of the students at Bright Prep come from low 
income families. The school’s population is made up of 61.8% African-American, 29.3% 
Hispanic, 6.6% White, 1.1% two or more races, 0.6% Asian, and 0.6% Native American. 
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Located in an urban neighborhood, Bright Prep is a Title I school, with 68.9% of its students 
receiving free or reduced lunch. 15% of the students at Bright Prep are considered as having a 
disability or have an IEP.  
During the first four years after opening its doors in 2009, Bright Prep struggled. Before 
the turnaround efforts began in 2013, Bright Prep was a failing school. During the first four years 
of the school opening, the school had four different principals. Only 13.8% of students were 
proficient on the old TCAP state assessment. Sixth grade math proficiency was 6.3% and ELA 
proficiency was slightly lower than the math with just 6% proficiency. The discipline data was 
even worse. With close to 200 students enrolled, there were over 3,400 discipline referrals in the 
system and the school’s ISS (In-School Suspension) room stayed filled with students. With this 
type of academic and discipline data, the school seemed destined to be taken over by the state.  
The Mission of Bright Prep, found on their website and posted in the school, states the 
following: 
Bright Prep provides students with a rigorous college preparatory education focused on  
science, technology, engineering, the arts, and math in a supportive environment that 
nurtures self-confidence, leadership, encourages critical thinking, and promotes academic 
excellence.  
After examining the improvement of the school over the past 8 years, this mission statement 
holds to be true. The school has increased from ranking as 461st in rank among state middle 
schools to 265th and has continued to show growth among students each year.  
Dr. Joiner 
 Dr. Eloise Joiner is the head principal at Bright Prep. She is a fair skinned African 
American woman standing at about five feet six inches with a slim frame. Her straight black hair 
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hangs at her shoulders while her glasses sit on the tip of her nose accenting her perfectly shaped 
face. She walks into the front office to greet me with a wide smile on her face. The upcoming 
school year has not started, but Dr. Joiner is dressed in a full business suit. She pauses to tell her 
secretary something and then turns to guide me to the teacher’s workroom next to the front 
office.  
Inside the workroom is a copy machine, snack machines, and a few tables and chairs. The 
walls are lined with the school’s academic data from the past few years. The data on the walls is 
separated by grade levels and subject areas. Looking at the data one can see how the charts go 
from being filled with red, to the charts now being filled with green and blue. As I looked around 
at the data lining the walls, Dr. Joiner said, “This is our war room. This is where we keep all of 
the data so that teachers can be reminded of what we are working towards.” 
Dr. Eloise Joiner has over 30 years of experience in education. She has worked in both 
higher education and K-12. She has been the head principal at Bright Prep for the past 7 years 
and has been pivotal in leading the improvement efforts of the school. Unlike many principals, 
Dr. Joiner had never been an assistant principal of a school. When she became the head of Bright 
Prep, she hadn’t taught in fifteen years. Dr. Joiner left teaching in 1988; but in 2004 that would 
all change. 2004 was the year that the superintendent of the school district where she lived 
showed up at her door to ask if she would lead at one of the failing local high schools. She 
argued that she had not been in a curriculum classroom in fifteen years, but his response was that 
they had seen her lead and they needed her leadership.  
Having worked at a state college, she feels that many of the things she did there helped 
her grow into the leader that she is. During her tenure on the college level, she started a business 
and industry training center. Dr. Joiner helped the center go from making around $300 thousand 
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to a million dollars over the years. She started various business and industry training programs 
and a diploma completion program. Dr. Joiner initiated those programs to help disadvantaged 
and underserved students. She believes that being able to build those projects and see them work 
helped her go in and rebuild schools.  
Before being appointed the principal at Bright Prep, Dr. Joiner worked from 2004 to 2007 
to turnaround a failing high school. She then went on to be an area superintendent. The high 
school that Dr. Joiner took over had dismal data. The school had a 29% graduation rate and 26% 
math proficiency. The first thing she knew she had to do was build a mission and vision with the 
staff, and she did just that. Her experience in improving the high school helped to prepare her for 
other leadership roles. By the time she was asked to turnaround Bright Prep, Dr. Joiner knew 
what practices and processes to put in place.  
Dr. Joiner felt her successes came from being able to set processes in place. She is able to 
look linearly at things but also have a vision for the direction they need to go in. Her belief is that 
leadership builds culture and that leaders have to be really deliberate about it or somebody else 
will build the culture of the school.  
 Analysis of Research Question 1 
This section examines the data through the lens of the first research question: 
1. How do successful turnaround principals in Urban middle schools perceive 
they brought about change to turn around a failing school? 
During the interview process, Dr. Joiner was asked questions about her experience of 
leading her school’s turnaround. She reflected on her leadership of turning around a failing 
school that she was asked to lead. She commented on strategies used for improvement, 
challenges that were faced and she gave information on her own background. She went into 
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depth on what she perceived she did to successfully turn around their once failing school and 
how her past experience prepared her for turning around Bright Prep.  
This section includes analysis of qualitative data that was collected from Dr. Joiner’s 
interview, observation and documents that were collected. On July 23, 2019, I conducted an 
interview with Dr. Joiner at her school Bright Prep. During the interview, Dr. Joiner was very 
open and candid about her journey in turning around Bright Prep. Conducting the interview in 
the teacher’s workroom where the school’s academic data was displayed all over the walls from 
over the years may have been a coincidence or it may have been strategic. An observation of a 
school professional development was session conducted. The observation protocol detailed 
Kotter’s eight a priori leading organizational change as look-fors and to help frame the 
observation notes that were recorded.  
 All of the qualitative data that was collected was analyzed and coded. The codes were 
assigned to the eight priori themes related to Kotter, found in the review of literature. Eleven 
more themes were created, but after further analysis, only one of the eleven extra themes created 
did not fit into one of the a priori themes. The a priori themes found in the review of literature 
are establish a sense of urgency, build the guiding team, develop vision and strategy, 
communicate the change vison, empower others to act on the vision, create short-term wins, 
consolidating improvements and producing still more change, and institutionalizing new 
approaches.  
 The rankings of Dr. Joiner’s coded themes can be found in figure 2. The graph shows the 
rankings of the themes based on coding totals for each of Kotter’s leading change steps and other 
themes found during the coding process. The first column of the table, reading from left to right, 
shows that 100% of the themes in table are Dr. Joiner. Many of the themes that were not 
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originally part of the original eight a priori themes fit into one of Kotter’s steps after further 
analysis. The theme of strategies was the only exception and became a stand-alone theme.  
Establishing a sense of urgency 
 “In successful change efforts, the first step is making sure sufficient people act with 
sufficient urgency” (Kotter, 2002, p.15). Having a sense of urgency is crucial in organizational 
change. Though creating a sense of urgency was not very high in Dr. Joiner’s rankings of 





Figure 2: Dr. Joiner’s Coding Frequency 
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was appointed to turn around Bright Prep that she had to move with a sense of urgency. Unlike 
most principals who are appointed at the end of a school year or in early summer before the 
beginning of the next school year, Dr. Joiner was appointed only a few weeks before school 
began: 
I was appointed at the end of July and school started in August. We just had to come in 
and put some things in place. My assistant principal and I had two weeks to figure out 
what we were going to do to try to save this school.  
Dr. Joiner and her assistant principal immediately looked at the data. They needed to know 
exactly where the school was and what kind of plan they needed to create to improve the school. 
Data from school documents show that the school was in dire need of improving, as it had been 
failing since the school had opened three years prior: 
So we came in with the school on the closure list. I only had 13.8 percent of our students 
who were proficient on then what was the old TCAP. And so I had to come in and form a 
timeline really quickly. I came in at the end of July with my principal or associate 
principal at the time. And to make a plan, so the experience was, I met with my board and 
met with the founder and for me at BPMS, they were very supportive. They let me do 
what I needed to do. Gave me the autonomy to do what I needed to do to turn the school 
around because the founder and I went to the then superintendent and said what do we 
have to do to keep the school open and he very flatly said you've got 9 months to turn it 
around or close it. So they'd been open for three years but they also had three different 
administrators for the first three years of the school.  
With that being said, Dr. Joiner took all of her previous experience as a leader and put it towards 
turning around Bright Prep.  
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 Documents show that Dr. Joiner was very open and honest about the school’s data. She 
happily shared the school’s academic data, both past and present during our meeting and with 
teachers new and old at the school. The data can be found posted up around the school, in the 
school’s brochure, and in an informational handout about Bright Prep. In looking at the data 
from the past, it was very dismal: 
 The low academic data was unheard of. I said 13.8?! It was reading, math across, social  
studies, science. It was across the board. Now reading and math were worse. For  
instance, when I came, I believe I have the data up (she gets up and points to a print-out  
on the wall) from when I first arrived. If I’m not mistaken, in 6th grade math, it was only  
6.3% of the kids that were proficient. ELA was right behind them. So we really had to  
move quickly.  
 Dr. Joiner created a sense of urgency among her staff and moved quickly in improving 
the school. Her leadership at Bright Prep started two weeks before the start of the school year in 
July 2013. By the end of the 2013-2014 school year, Bright Prep had been named a reward 
school: 
 When I first came here, it was not a good culture at all for learning. I remember saying,  
‘Well, I’ve got to get to 44% improvement proficient in my second year here. That’s 
where we have to be to sustain our school.’ So we became a reward school for years 2013 
and 2014. That meant we had to move all groups of students, both growth and 
proficiency wise.  
During Dr. Joiner’s first year leading the turnaround at Bright Prep, the school saw great 
academic gains in their state assessment scores. Documents show that Sixth grade math saw a 
value-added score of 2.1. Seventh grade math had a value-added score of 11.2 and eighth grade 
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math had a value-added score of 19.5. Though the value-added scores were not as high in 
reading (6th grade- 0.2, 7th grade- 0.5 and 8th grade- 8.2), gains were seen across all subjects.  
 Improving discipline was also a part of the improvement efforts. Discipline data at the 
school was poor considering the previous enrollment had only been around 199 students. 
Discipline played a part in why academics were so low. Dr. Joiner saw that the previous 
discipline system was not meeting the needs of the students and she immediately changed the 
way they would discipline students going forward at Bright Prep: 
 Well you know the kids were running the school. I had a student come to my desk and  
say that before you got here we ran this school. It was very clear that for them only  
having had 199 maybe, and they had over thirty-four hundred referrals in the system. I  
pushed that down about 72% the first year and about 87% going forward. So there's no  
need to have all those referrals from children when you're set forth an academic  
setting. And I told parents my ISS is your home address. I don't have an ISS in this  
building. If you build it, they will come. I looked up one day and there were forty kids in  
In-School Suspension. And I made my mind up that day that I would no longer have an  
ISS. 
Plans reviewed during the data collection process showed that Dr. Joiner created systems 
to support the teachers with discipline, provided professional development and made sure that 
she and her assistant principal, along with instructional coaches were in the classrooms, 
monitoring what was happening. The leadership team also took over some of the classrooms 
themselves and taught. The matter of improving Bright Prep was urgent and Dr. Joiner was 
happy to have the autonomy to do what she needed to do.  
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Forming a powerful guiding coalition 
 Unlike many principals in turnaround schools, where the old staff is fired and the new 
principal is able to hire new teachers, Dr. Joiner did not have the luxury of hiring her own staff. 
She had to work with what she had. Kotter (2012) states that, “A strong guiding coalition is 
always needed- one with the right composition, level of trust, and shared objective. Building 
such a team is always an essential part of the early stages of any effort to restructure, reengineer, 
or retool a set of strategies” (p.54). When Dr. Joiner took over Bright Prep as the school leader, 
she was unsure of what kind of team she would be working with: 
I did not have time to hire anyone. They hired me that third week in July. I think I came  
to work. I opened school in two or three weeks. So I had to work with the teachers that  
were here and figure out by October. By October we knew exactly what was going on in  
classrooms.  
There were many changes taking place at Bright Prep once Dr. Joiner became the 
principal. In organizational change, one of the most important things that needs to happen is to 
get those within the organization on board with the changes that are happening. As the leader, 
Dr. Joiner had to work to get the right people to believe in what she was doing and to lead others 
to believing in what she was doing. Kotter (2002) explains that, “a powerful guiding group has 
two characteristics. It is made up of the right people, and it demonstrates teamwork” (pg.43). 
With many changes taking place, Dr. Joiner gave her perspective of how she perceived others 
felt about the change: 
I think the kids were relieved. I think some of the parents were relieved. You've been a  
teacher, I've been a teacher, teachers are like whoa. Some of them are like uh-oh, right? 
So we just had to figure it out though. I always said that I wasn't here to win a popularity 
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contest. If I'd a been here to win the popularity contest, my founder wouldn't have had a 
school. She put a lot of money and resources into this school. So, we had to do what we 
had to do. And it was all  about children. There are no children issues in buildings, there 
are adult issues in buildings.  
Dr. Joiner’s focus was not only to get the teachers and staff on board, but she wanted the 
students, parents, and community to buy-in to the new vision of the school. In most turnaround 
situations, there is push back and those who would rather things stay the way that they are. Those 
that are complacent and pessimistic tend to make change more difficult:  
There was a lot of push back. There were emails going around. It was called watercooler. 
And they would talk about me in these emails and they would send them to me, so I'd see 
they were talking. And I was okay with it. Right. It wasn't about me. And so there was a 
lot of push back and I think I had 27 or 28 teachers and 14 returned with me after that 
first year. I think one of the biggest challenges was making sure that I had all the adults 
on the same page and believing that all children could learn.  
There were a few people within the school that supported and helped Dr. Joiner in 
improving the outcomes of the students. Her assistant principal and instructional coaches played 
an immense part in improving student learning. Plans were put together for them to teach various 
classes in order to grow students:  
So we went in and said okay, this group of kids here, their group of kids here, and this  
group of kids here. We’re going to take, and I had some academic coaches and I dictated  
basically who taught what kids in these core classes. I had to. I would assign the teacher  
myself. You will teach this group of kids. Mr. Brown you will teach this group of kids.  
English academic coach, you will teach this group of kids. 
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Dr. Joiner’s ways may seem a little unconventional, but because she had autonomy to do what 
she felt needed to be done in order to improve the school, she did it. She knew that if she did not 
have the right person teaching certain classes, or if she had a teacher who continued to push back 
about the changes that were taking place, she would not get the academic growth that she needed 
in a timely manner. By using those that were on board with the vision, she was able to make 
some progress towards the school’s goals.  
 After her first year as principal at Bright Prep, Dr. Joiner and her team were able to hire 
teachers that believed in the vision. During her second year as principal of Bright Prep, the 
school saw their scores rise even higher. In just two years, Bright Prep had gone from being on 
the states closure list to becoming a reward school. The school no longer had achievement and 
growth ratings of D’s and F’s; instead the school had ratings of A’s and B’s. Dr. Joiner addressed 
teachers buying in and building her team:  
I think people have bought into the process. They saw it work over time. So whether  
they like me personally or whether they dislike me personally, you know you have to  
figure it out. You have to make sure that you turn up every rock and have people around 
you that you can trust. You want people who sleep with the stuff like you do every night. 
Kotter (2012) supports getting rid of personnel that do not support the vision of the leader 
or persons who continue to cause problems and hold up the progress of the improvement. Dr. 
Joiner did not have the luxury of choosing her own staff as many other turnaround principals do. 
During her first year, she had to work with the teachers that were already at the school. Things 
did change going into her second year and she was able to get rid some of some personnel that 
she felt were holding back the school’s progress: 
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We won a grant. It was a transformation grant. You know because I won that grant I was 
allowed to say you gotta reapply for your job. So I didn't do a full, you know, just start all 
over. I read this article called the Big U-Turn and they talked about how they turnaround. 
It's molasses-like for schools normally. That, or its the clean house. I didn’t do the clean 
slate, but I did an in-between.  
 For Dr. Joiner, it was important to build a team that could help her share some leadership 
responsibilities and continue to drive the vision she had set for the school. She knew that in 
taking on the feat of turning around Bright Prep, she could not do it alone. Dr. Joiner knew she 
had to build trust with her staff and in building trust with them, they would work together for the 
common goal of turning around Bright Prep:  
 I think that we built a family. A team. I think that the expectations are set. I think that  
you have to really have clear goals and set an expectation. Somebody called it your Bag, 
B-H-A-G. Your big, hairy, audacious, goals. And so I think that we have those set together 
as a team. I believe that leadership builds culture and you have to be really deliberate 
about it or somebody else will build it. I tell them don't worry about the mule going 
blind. Just stay in the wagon. That's what people are doing. We've got our apples in a 
basket and we believe in what we're doing, and we just stay true to our mission. 
Dr. Joiner continues to re-evaluate her team each year to ensure that she has a team that will 
continue to work towards the vision of the school. Even though Bright Prep has been turned 
around, there is no room for complacency among the staff, students, or parents. Because of this, 
Bright Prep continues to improve year after year and set a standard of excellence for other 




Creating a vision and strategy 
 When Dr. Joiner came to Bright Prep to turn the school around, she knew immediately 
that academic change was needed. “So I came in and I said let’s write our mission and our vision 
together.” Vision is essential when leading a change process because vision has three important 
purposes. According to Kotter (2012), vision simplifies the many detailed decisions that will be 
made, motivates people on the team to take action in the right direction, and helps coordinate the 
actions of the different people being led. Strategy is what the team will do to execute the vision:  
I had practices put in place and so one of the things that I prepared, I knew to prepare and 
do and come in and say was okay let's build our mission for this school and our vision 
together, right? And so our vision is to inspire hope in each student. Positively changing 
their trajectory in life and giving them infinite choices into their future. That's my vision 
statement for BPMS. But we built that together when I came here and so I knew then that 
I had been prepared in 2004 to come and lead this process and so I had to. Someone said 
what are you going to do? And I said I'm gonna change academic expectations for both 
adults and children. I'm going to change, make it a viable curriculum right. And we're 
going to teach like all children can learn. 
The vision and mission statement that Dr. Joiner and her team created helped in guiding 
the team on which steps to take and strategies to use to help make the school successful. The 
school’s mission statement reads: 
Bright Prep provides students with a rigorous college preparatory education focused on  
science, technology, engineering, the arts, and math in a supportive environment that 
nurtures self-confidence, leadership, encourages critical thinking and promotes academic 
excellence.  
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The school mission statement can be found hanging on the wall in the hallway near the school’s 
main staircase. 
Strategies was the most coded theme for Dr. Joiner. She put many strategies in place to 
help in the improvement of Bright Prep. After creating a vision and mission for the school, Dr. 
Joiner then put various types of supports in place. Some of these supports helped her gauge what 
needed to be done next in improving the school:  
Putting in good support around the kids. You know there was no mentoring program. 
There was not a good after-school program. There were no interventionist and so we put 
together those things. So that told me what we needed to do to turn around the school.  
Dr. Joiner also made sure to create a presence inside of the classrooms through the use of 
herself and her leadership team, so that she knew what was happening in the classrooms. In order 
to fix the problems that the school faced, she had to know what was happening inside her 
classrooms. She even took the liberty to take over some classrooms and assign various people on 
her leadership team to go in and take over some classes to improve the outcomes of the students:  
By October, we knew exactly what was going on in classrooms. You have to say, if you  
don't know what is going on in your classrooms, October 1, just throw that year aside and 
go to the next one. And so we knew exactly what was happening at that time and so we 
went into classrooms. And we took over classrooms and I said Mr. Brown, I have zero 
percent proficient in Algebra and I need you to improve that. So we went in and we said 
okay this group of kids here, this group of kids here, this group of kids here. We're gonna 
take and I had some academic coaches and so I dictated basically who taught what kids in 
these core classes. And I had to. So I would assign the teacher myself. You will teach this 
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group of kids. Mr. Brown you will teach this group of kids. English academic coach, you 
will teach this group of kids. 
Dr. Joiner also made sure that her team kept a focus on data. She knew that knowing 
where each student was and tracking them would help with the improvement efforts. This was 
important in knowing whether or not what they were doing was working. The teacher workroom 
had the names of every student in the school on a board and their academics levels were tracked:  
We tracked our kids. I would take the, we were using DEA at the time. And so I would 
take, I took all those papers home, I'll never forget, and I laid them out on my kitchen 
table and when I came back that Monday morning, I had those kids put where they 
needed to be and what groups and who they would be. Who would be in front of them 
teaching them?  
When she and her team saw that certain students were not making progress, she adjusted the 
strategies and narrowed down even deeper to find out what the problem was: 
So, for the kids that were not, well obviously all my kids were not making progress. I 
only had what, six percent in Algebra 1 and what was it, seven percent in science? You 
know if you breathe on a window back then you oughta been able to pass science. So we 
went from seven to seventy-eight percent in two years. English, too, you can see we were 
down in the scores and so we took every kid. Let’s say you see this board here, (points to 
data board) I know where every kid is from when they come in. If they're a red dot, 
they're two or more grade levels behind. So we took those red dot kids and we said okay, 
we've got to grow these children as close as we can to approaching. And we gotta take 
these approaching kids as many as we can and make them proficient. So we knew where 
every kid was and not only did we break that down, but in ELA what particular standard 
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was holding that kid back. Was it logic? Was it comprehension? And so we knew where 
every kid was, and we taught every kid to their individual weaknesses and strengths. 
Dr. Joiner kept a focus on math and English Language Arts. With only 13.8% of the 
students proficient in those areas when she came in to take over and improve the school, Dr. 
Joiner knew that by strengthening those areas, she would see improvement in science and social 
studies too:  
So one of the things was, we had to figure out what kids knew their vocabulary words,  
what kids knew their multiplication tables? What kids could divide, subtract. You'd be 
surprised in 6th grade double digits were throwing kids off and so one of the strategies 
was to come in and figure out exactly where kids were. Okay. So I've got this group of 
kids and then I put (inaudible...). You've probably seen the Robert DuFour work. They 
talk about focus studies and focus study was you come in and the first four weeks you 
figure out where your kids are. We still do it. And then the strategy was okay, we've got 
kids who are behind, so that’s what we call. Some people call it a skinny block. But we 
stopped school. They call it RTI now. I was doing it long before RTI came along. I was 
stopping school for 45 minutes to an hour, separating kids out in groups and making sure 
that we were doing basic work with kids who needed it and doing extended work. I don't 
believe in enrichment. Enrichment is more the same. We gave extended work. If a kid 
knows something in Algebra one, take them to the next course level. And so we put 
strategies in place where we knew exactly where kids were, we started a robust after 
school program. We started a tutoring program. I brought interventionists in. At that time, 
Gear Up worked with me quite closely and they started with me when I came in and my 
6th, 7th grade and so they stayed with me through those years where they bring me in 
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classroom assistants to help teach math and ELA. And So it was really an intensive and 
intrusive intervention.  
Benchmark testing was another strategy used for the students. By using benchmark tests, 
teachers were able to reference various points of data throughout the school year to see if 
students were on track with their individual growth. If not, teachers could modify their 
instruction even more to meet the needs of each individual student:  
We use something called Case 21. I just went with that year before last. So this will be  
my third year using it. It pretty much tells the story of where you're going to end up. This 
year we had a couple of surprises, but I can't figure out if that was our choice of 
benchmark questioning, test questions, or what it was. We haven't worked through that. I 
like it. 
Dr. Joiner doesn’t feel she can attribute the success of improving the school to just one 
thing. She came in and did many things to get the school where they are today: 
I didn't really have a template that we followed. It was just we did what was best for kids 
and that was teaching children and that's a template okay. We went in and evaluated all 
the standards. We broke the standards down to teachers. Just the day to day grind of 
turnaround is not necessarily one thing or the other.  
One of the most important strategies Dr. Joiner used was providing her teachers with 
weekly professional development. In providing the teachers with professional development, she 
also empowered them to become better teachers and grow in their practice:  
So we take them through PD and then as you grow, we put you in some other areas. And 
so we think we have a really robust PD sessions for teachers. In a public charter, we stay 
at school every Wednesday after school. We have strong PD twice a month for those 
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teachers and one month they work in their rooms and then you know. And so we have 
after school Monday through Thursday for kids. While they're in PD on Wednesday, we 
have homework help from other people who come in. We just try to get our teachers 
ready and to understand where our children come from. We'll get on a big old bus on July 
31st or whatever day it is, and we'll go out to where our children come from and our 
teachers will get on that bus and get off and talk to parents and kids. Cause if you don't 
know where they come from, you can't teach them. That's the first thing we do.  
Communicating the vison for buy-in 
When communicating the change vision for buy-in, the goal is to get as many people as 
possible working to make the vision turn into a reality (Kotter, 2002). This isn’t an easy task. For 
Dr. Joiner, she opted to use the school’s data as a method of communicating where they were 
and where they needed to go to get the staff to buy-in to the changes that were being made:  
So academic measures were dismal, but also children believing that they could learn was 
dismal. So we had to make sure that we had good conversations with children to say this 
is not your dismal data. It’s adult issues and we’re gonna fix this for you and with you. 
That’s what we went about doing.  
Part of the change vision that Dr. Joiner communicated was a change in the way that the 
students at Bright Prep were taught and how the students would be prepared to take the yearly 
state assessment. Documents collected show that Dr. Joiner made sure teachers benchmarked the 
students throughout the year to ensure students were on track for mastering the standards. These 
quarterly benchmarks became a regular occurrence at Bright Prep and students and teachers 
began to look forward to the growth of the students.  
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 By March, Dr. Joiner and her leadership team had created weekly Focus Plan schedules 
to make certain that every student was prepared to take the state assessment. The structure of the 
assessment preparation schedule was very detailed, and each class period included the following: 
• Independent Reading and writing- 15 minutes 
• Mini lesson on basic standards 
• Work session (Small groups, Bubble students, self-paced work based on progress 
of class lesson; working on small projects, Assessment skills, or focus lesson) 
• Exit slip- mini lesson informal assessment 
Teachers were expected to follow the above schedule each day during test prep. There were non-
negotiables for each lesson, which included the following: 
1. Assessments given before a lesson or as an exit slip (Informal). 
2. Standards to be assessed will be done each Friday (Formal); students will take a mock 
state assessment every three weeks based on what had been covered for that duration.  
3. Students have state assessment folders with standards and explanation of what each 
standard means. 
4. There will be a mini-lesson on basic standards. 
5. Students that have mastered the topic may test out. 
6. Students are grouped based on progress on informal assessments.  
This plan was clearly communicated to teachers in staff meetings and each teacher received a 
copy of the structured focus plan.  
Everyone did not agree with the vision that Dr. Joiner had set forth and the work that 
needed to be done to turn the school around. There was pushback from some of the staff and she 
was faced with some uncomfortable reactions from the staff.  Email documents show the 
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teachers were upset and did not like the way she was running the school. There was a large 
number of teachers that quit because of Dr. Joiner’s standard of excellence that’s he expected 
from the staff. The teachers who did not buy into the vision of the school left at the end of the 
year. Since their departure, the school has continued to grow and improve each year.  
As the leader of the school, Dr. Joiner continued to push on. She knew the work that 
needed to be done and she was willing to do it and she had the students and parents behind her 
supporting her efforts:  
I think the kids were relieved. I think some of the parents were relieved. You've been a 
teacher, I've been a teacher, teachers are like whoa. Some of them are like uh-oh, right? 
So we just had to figure out though. I always said that I wasn't here to win a popularity 
contest. If I'd a been here to win the popularity contest, my founder wouldn't have had no 
school. She put a lot of money and resources into this school. So, we had to do what we 
had to do. And it was all about children. There are no children issues in buildings, there 
are adult issues in buildings.  
Dr. Joiner led by example. Yes, the work was hard, but as she continued to push the school 
towards greatness, many of the teachers began to grasp the idea of working towards the vision. 
Once they began to see some results from the changes being made, more teachers and staff began 
to buy-in to the vision. Documents show that teacher retention was better from year to year.  As 
teacher turnover lowered, student achievement was higher each school year.  The teachers 





Empowering others to act on the vision 
 When a leader empowers others to act, they take away the barriers that are blocking the 
implementation of the change vision. The barriers had been removed for Dr. Joiner when the 
superintendent gave her the autonomy to do what she needed to do:  
I met with my board and met with the founder and for me at BP, they were very 
supportive. They let me do what I needed to do. Gave me the autonomy to do what I 
needed to do to turn the school around because the founder and I went to the then 
superintendent and said what do we have to do to keep the school open and he very flatly 
said you've got 9 months to turn it around or close it. 
From that moment on, Dr. Joiner used her past experiences to help improve Bright Prep. When 
she was given permission by her board to do what she needed to do, she began to disassociate 
from the barriers that she felt would hold her back. All of the rules that she would have normally 
had to follow to improve her school no longer applied to her because she had the autonomy to do 
what needed to be done to improve Bright Prep.  
 One of the barriers the school was faced with was the differences in cultures between the 
teachers and students. The majority of the teachers were white and middle class, while about 
90% of the school’s population were African-Americana and living in poverty. Dr. Joiner helped 
remove this barrier by providing the teachers with professional development on cultural 
responsiveness:  
We do culture responsive training. I’ll do it again. We do a set of that every year. I will 
do some growth mindset training with the teachers. I believe in Dewek’s work and you 
know it’s a fixed or growth mindset and she says in order to get over that fixed mindset, 
you have to claim and own what that is before you can change it.  
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Dr. Joiner empowered teachers to know that they could change the data and she pushed them 
into a growth mindset of improving the school.  
 As leaders empower others to act, they must also empower others to reflect. At the end of 
each year, Dr. Joiner did just that with her staff:  
As soon as school was out, we did a SWAT analysis. I’m going back and showing that. I 
go back and show it every year. What are our strengths? What were our weaknesses? 
Opportunities and threats?  
The school’s data may have seemed like a barrier to some, but Dr. Joiner had a different 
approach to looking at the data and owning it. On the surface, the school looked as if it would 
continue to fail as the first three years that it was open, the school was on the failure list. She 
pushed the teachers to own the data, share the data, and improve the data:  
I said to someone the other day, you can’t fix what you hide. The data is public right. I 
want teachers to come in and see where kids are every day.  
Dr. Joiner created avenues such as professional development to help the teachers grow in their 
practice. Documents from the school plans collected show that on-going professional 
development is provided for teachers throughout the school year. As the teachers grew, the 
students also grew.  
During an observation of professional development for the teachers, Dr. Joiner and her 
assistant principal were not the ones providing the professional development to the teachers. 
Instead, the teachers themselves led the professional development sessions. Professional 
development sessions ranged from strategies to use when teaching students with disabilities and 
English language learner students to current topics in education. Providing time for professional 
development empowers the teachers and the teachers are in turn empowering each other buy 
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training others in areas in which they are strong. Dr. Joiner had this to say about professional 
development: 
I think that you have to give teachers, we have a PD situation where when I first came, a 
four-year teacher was a veteran in my building. I had very young teachers. Now I've got 
some people who have been teaching for a while. But to say we had like if you were a 
first-year teacher, you had to go through the basics of how to set your classroom rules. 
How to use your gradebook. All those things about the art and science of teaching. So we 
take them through PD and then as you grow, we put you in some other areas. And so we 
think we have a really robust PD sessions for teachers. In a public charter, we stay at 
school every Wednesday after school. We have strong PD twice a month for those 
teachers and one month they work in their rooms and then you know. And so we have 
after school Monday through Thursday for kids. While they're in PD on Wednesday, we 
have homework help from other people who come in. We just try to get our teachers 
ready and to understand where our children come from. We'll get on a big old bus on July 
31st or whatever day it is, and we'll go out to where our children come from and our 
teachers will get on that bus and get off and talk to parents and kids. Cause if you don't 
know where they come from, you can't teach them. That's the first thing we do.  
During observation of the professional development, teachers were empowered to go to 
the sessions they felt would benefit their teaching practice. Unlike other schools where the 
sessions are always led by leaders in the school or outside vendors that did not always meet the 
needs of all teachers, Bright Prep differentiated to meet the needs of the teachers, so they the 
needs of the students could be met.  
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Planning for and creating short-term wins 
Short term wins are important in a turnaround setting. Those wins inform the team of 
whether or not they are on the right track and allows them to adjust as needed. Short-term wins 
also “nourish faith in the change efforts and emotionally reward the hard workers” (Kotter, 2002, 
p.124). Dr. Joiner had this to say about the short-term goals she created:  
My initial short term goals were, one to move the Math, the English, the Science, and the 
Social studies data to a point where I can keep the school open. I had to go from 6% to 
what? Right? Is it thirty percent? I had to set specific goals. In ELA, we're going from six 
to thirty. In math, we're going six to twenty. And so we set those goals. 
Just as Dr. Joiner put a large focus on improving the academic data at the school, she put a large 
focus on the discipline data of the school:  
And the other goal was to again, drive the discipline data down so we had more time in 
classrooms for children. And then to make sure that I knew who was teaching and who 
wasn't.  
Dr. Joiner and her team saw short-term wins within the first year of her leading the 
school’s turnaround efforts. Being that turnaround efforts usually last from three to five years in 
the school setting, the improvements they saw within the first year were critical: 
So we went from seven to seventy-eight percent in two years in math. English too. You 
can see we were down in the scores. So we took every kid higher. 
Having such a great improvement within that first year of turning around the school showed the 
team that what they were doing was working.  
Short-term wins “provide feedback to change leaders about the validity of their visions 
and strategies” (Kotter, 2002, p.125). The strategies were working and helping the team to fulfil 
 85 
the vision of the school. The school also had short-term wins when it came to discipline. In the 
beginning, the number of discipline referrals out-numbered the number of students at the school. 
Her goal was to drive academic data up and drive discipline data down. When she took over as 
principal to improve the school, there were over 3,000 student discipline referrals. This is 
considered a great deal, considering there were only 199 students enrolled at that time:  
Well, you know the kids were running the school. I had a student come to my desk and  
say that before you got here we ran this school. It was very clear that for, they only had  
199 students maybe and they had over thirty-four hundred referrals in the system and so  
my associate and I push that down about 72% the first year and about 87% going forward  
and so there's no need to have all those referrals from children when you're set for an  
academic setting. And I told parents my ISS is your home address. I don't have an ISS in  
this building. If you build it they will come. I looked up one day and there were forty  
kids in In-School Suspension. And I made my mind up that day that I would no longer  
have an ISS. 
 Dr. Joiner created a progressive discipline system that started with the teachers in the 
classrooms and progressed from level one offenses such as use of cell phone and dress code 
violations, to level three offenses such as severe disrespect to authority. Included in this 
discipline system as a consequence are Saturday school and evening school. Specifics on 
violations and consequences can be found in the Bright Prep handbook.  
 With the short-term wins came the need to celebrate the teachers and students for the 
hard work and efforts they had put forth:  
So we celebrated with teachers. We celebrated (inaudible) with the WIT award, whatever 
it takes award. For teachers and then we implemented TCAP incentives for children. We 
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did a lot of celebrating that first year. Because we had remained a school, which was 
unlikely. It's unheard of that you go from a six percent proficiency rate to 72 up there on 
my board, that. And so people thought it was a fluke the first year, so we said we gotta 
come back and do it again. Right. And so you can see the axis on the course, test tier in 
English, math, and science. Here's where we found it (pointing to data on the wall). Here 
is where we took it and then bam. Right. And so we did celebrate our successes because 
it was something to celebrate. We still had a school.  
As the short-term wins came, so did the growth of the school. Dr. Joiner and the teachers 
at Bright Prep began to see growth in other areas besides academic and behavior, but as a school 
community. Data collected showed how the school data had improved. Various programs were 
put in place to help the school and community:  
It's changed over time because now we're really thinking about how do we run a PBL 
through the standards that we're going to teach. When I came here, we had a, this was the 
building three stories up, that's the building that we were in. Even though we were a 
failing school. I came in here July of 2012 and going to that spring 2013, we had 
purchased the rest of this building cause we were leasing. We renovated it. We've grown 
to 44,000 square feet from 22,000. We've added, the kids didn't have a library or cafeteria 
or STEM lab. We added that last year. We're getting ready to open an elementary school 
in that, where that building is. So over time we've grown. I'm think into being a 
community hub. That's important. We have a once a month feeding program where we 
write a grant and give food banks the funds and families can come in get a meal for a 
month. We do a lot of wellness things here. We have five mentoring programs. All that's 
really important into bringing the school to where it needs to be.  
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Dr. Joiner was able to lead her team to generate adequate short-term wins quickly. 
Through the use of benchmark tests and by tracking data, they were informed about their 
progress of being on track to improve the school. This helped to keep Dr. Joiner and her team 
motivated to continue working towards the goal of improving the student outcomes. Both 
academics and discipline data helped them to get to where the school could stay open and 
students were finally truly learning.  
Consolidating improvements and producing more change 
 When leading change, it is important for the leader to keep urgency up. While short-term 
wins have been celebrated, in successful situations, “people build on this momentum to make a 
vision reality” (Kotter, 2002, p. 141). The short term goals that were achieved during the first 
year of the turnaround helped Dr. Joiner and her staff believe they could continue to improve the 
trajectory of the students at Bright Prep:  
We're a college preparatory school and so it's not up to me to decide and sort out a kid, I 
don't have a kid sorting machine in here. You're going to the two-year college. You're 
going to the tech school. I prepare all kids to take the test. Not all of them are going to do 
as well as others, but I have proven, that if we go from a 13.8 to 20.4 average, right and 
stay somewhere in between, somewhere in there, it works.  
One of the ways that Dr. Joiner kept the urgency to improve was by having teachers be 
very reflective in their teaching practices. A reflection sheet was collected as part of the data. 
Teachers would answer reflection questions each quarter so that they could improve and adjust 
their teaching practices. There were four reflection questions that teachers answered: 
1. What is going right? 
2. What do you need to change? 
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3. How are you going to change it? 
4. What help do you need?  
Teachers were expected to truly reflect and answer the questions honestly. By answering the 
questions honestly and taking the steps to improve their practice, they in turn were able to 
improve the outcomes of students. Instead of saying “we’ve won,” Dr. Joiner continued to find 
ways to push the staff to become better and keep up the urgency.  
In the weekly email notes from Dr. Joiner, she continued to reiterate the importance of 
continuing to work with a sense of urgency to the staff. During the second year of the 
improvement efforts, in the weekly email to the staff from October 12, 2015, she stated: 
“The first semester will end in just a few short weeks. Urgency and energy are important 
as we make our moves toward gains for the year. Let's begin this with a mindset of 
continuing to teach at the highest level of Bloom's and guiding students to meaningful 
and successful experiences.” 
Dr. Joiner was very direct with what she expected from the teachers and what the outcome 
should be. The teachers had been equipped with the tools they needed and were expected to put 
them to use.  
 There was a plethora of work put in by Dr. Joiner and her team to change the culture of 
the school. Having been a failing school from the time the doors of Bright Prep opened, until 
three years later when Dr. Joiner became the head principal, changing the mindsets of the staff, 
students, parents, and community was necessary. In order to do this, the culture had to be 
changed. The way things were done had to changed. People had to believe that it could be done 
again, even though it was hard work:  
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I think the culture is we believe children want to learn. We Teach them that way. We 
believe children want direction. I tell adults, don't cajole children. They want direction. 
I'm really tough on children, but they know I love them as well as children. And so we 
built kind of that culture of build relationships with kids but make them wholesome and 
let's teach kids at a rigorous level. And that's our culture and we expect nothing less.  
Dr. Joiner remembered that the hard work continued the second year:  
I have zero percent proficient in Algebra and I need you to improve that. So that first year 
we took it to twenty-something percent. The second year it went to sixty-four percent.  
As the principal she knew she had to keep up the urgency in improving the school. Though there 
was a large amount of improvement the first year, she knew that if what they had done during the 
first year was not maintained, there was still a chance the doors of the school could be closed 
forever. She was able to hire new staff, keep some of the old staff on board and she still had the 
autonomy to do what needed to be done to continue the improvement efforts. Because she was 
able to keep up the urgency, Bright Prep achieved the highest percentage of academic growth 
during the first and second year of the school’s turnaround.  
Dr. Joiner knew the work was going to be hard. Turning around a school that had been 
failing since it opened was no easy feat. She and her team had to continue to be dedicated and 
relentless in their journey to continue to keep the school off of the closure list:  
Be ready to work hard. You own it, you sleep it. I work seven days a week. It is not easy. 
I just had someone say to me yesterday, you work nine or ten hours seven days a week. I 
do.  
Since the first year of Dr. Joiner coming and turning around the school, Bright Prep has 
continued to receive many awards for their academic progress. Just this year, Bright Prep was 
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named school of the year and received recognition as a 2019 reward school after achieving level 
five academic outcomes for two consecutive years. These continued acknowledgements of 
academic success show that Dr. Joiner and her team have not let up on continuously improving 
Bright Prep.  
Institutionalizing new approaches  
 Kotter (2002) emphasizes that the last step of leading organizational change is to make 
change stick. He states that “we keep change in place by helping to create a new, supportive, and 
sufficiently strong organizational culture. A supportive culture provides roots for the new ways 
of operating” (Kotter, 2002, p. 159). Dr. Joiner has institutionalized new approaches at Bright 
Prep. For the past eight years, the school has been able to maintain its reward status and keep the 
school from falling back into the pit of failure that it was once in. Culture was one of the most 
important themes that emerged from Dr. Joiner’s data, and it is a large part of successfully 
leading organizational change:  
 Culture changed. I think that we built a family. A team. I think that the expectations are  
set. I think that you have to really have clear goals and set an expectation. Somebody 
called it your bag, B-H-A-G; your big, hairy, audacious goals.  
Year after year, Dr. Joiner guided her staff in creating big, hairy, audacious goals. These goals 
always centered around the vision of the school, the need to stay off of the closure list, and the 
want to continue the successful path that Bright Prep is on:  
I think people have bought into the process. They saw it work over time. So whether they 
like me personally or whether they dislike me personally, you know you have to figure it 
out.  
 91 
Buying into the process helped change the culture of the school and create new ways of 
achieving goals. Each year when the staff returned, they began to understand more and more 
what needed to be done to take Bright Prep to the next level. Using the SWAT analysis done at 
the end of every year, the staff adjust their approach. Because they know their strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities, and threats, the staff has a better understanding of how to continue to 
move forward and plan for each year. They continue to implement those approaches that have 
helped them be successful and omit those practices that have not.  
 Building expectations around student learning had been a large part of the culture since 
Dr. Joiner came to lead the school. Previously there seemed to be little to no expectations around 
student learning. This being part of the reasons why the school was on the closure list:  
When I first came here it was not a good culture at all for learning. So I think we’ve come 
in and built the expectations around student learning and academic process.  
These expectations apply to both teachers and students. There is an expectation that teachers 
ensure that their teaching is rigorous, data is tracked and that they are meeting the needs of 
students so that they can achieve mastery of the standards. Students are expected to put forth 
their very best effort and take responsibility for their learning.  
Dr. Joiner and her staff have worked to establish a culture not only centered around 
academics but have put other supports in place to enhance student learning and well-being. Data 
collected shows that the school had a monthly feeding program for the families, wellness 
initiatives, and five mentoring programs for the students and their families. The school is seen as 
a community hub:  
We’ve put in good support around kids. You know there was no mentoring program. 
There was not a good after school program. There were no interventionist and so we put 
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together those things and so that told me what we needed to do to turn the school around. 
So over time we've grown; I think into being a community hub. That's important. We 
have a once a month feeding program where we write a grant and give food banks the 
funds and families can come in get a meal for a month. We do a lot of wellness things 
here. We have five mentoring programs. All that's really important into bringing the 
school to where it needs to be.  
These approaches have been established as part of the school’s culture and have a large influence 
on the student outcomes at the school from year to year.  
Another approach that has been set at Bright Prep is ensuring that all students are 
prepared to take the yearly state assessment. A plan is created each year to track student progress 
on mastering the state standards that will be assessed on the state assessment:  
I prepare all kids to take the test. Not all of them are going to do as well as others, but I  
have proven, that if we go from a 13.8 to 20.4 average, right and stay somewhere in 
between, somewhere in there, it works. I think the culture is we believe children want to 
learn. We Teach them that way. We believe children want direction. I tell adults, don't 
cajole children. They want direction. I'm really tough on children, but they know I love 
them as well as children. And so we built kind of that culture of build relationships with 
kids but make them wholesome and let's teach kids at a rigorous level. And that's our 
culture and we expect nothing less.  
This approach has helped Bright Prep continue to make great progress each year and achieve 
academic accolades year after year as a school.  
Dr. Joiner has created a culture of collaboration among her staff. The school has grade 
level meetings, department meetings that include vertical plan across the grade levels, and whole 
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staff meetings. These meetings help the staff focus on the school’s vision and mission. By 
collaborating with each other, Dr. Joiner and her staff are able to stay atop the latest innovations 
in educational technology and strategies used in teaching the students at Bright Prep. Teachers 
also collaborate with each other and provide professional development to others in an area or 
specific topic that have expertise in. A few topics that have been covered are how to create mini 
project based learning in the class, current topics in education, and strategies for differentiation 
and reaching all students. 
By institutionalizing various approaches into the culture of the school, Dr. Joiner 
continues to lead Bright Prep to reach their goals year after year. At Bright Prep, the staff has 
worked tirelessly to make change stick. When they began to see changes bring success, Dr. 
Joiner continued to push her staff forward, not allowing them to stop with just one year of 
change. Now in the eighth year of her leadership, the school continues to grow and change for 
the better.  
Summary of the Analysis of Research Question One 
The previous section examined this study’s qualitative data through the lens of the first 
research question: 
1. How do successful turnaround principals in urban middle schools perceive they 
brought about change to turn around a failing urban middle school?  
In this section Dr. Joiner gave information on how she perceived she brought about 
change to her once failing school, Bright Prep. This section included the analysis of the 
qualitative data collected from her interview, documents, observation, and archival records. 
When analyzing the data, codes emerged that matched with one of the eight a priori themes that 
were discussed in the review of literature. The themes that emerge from the data were 
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establishing a sense of urgency, forming a powerful guiding coalition, creating a vision, 
communicating the vision, empowering others to act on the vision, planning for and creating 
short-term wins, consolidating improvements and producing still more change, and 
institutionalizing new approaches. The top three most cited codes from the data were strategies, 
create a new culture, and culture changed. Each of these codes fit within one of three a priori 
themes: Develop vision and strategy, institutionalize new approaches, or don’t let up. The next 
section provides details on the specific strategies that Dr. Joiner perceived she used to help 
turnaround the Bright Prep.  
Case 2: Brookland Middle School 
As I walk into Brookland Middle School, the school pride is present with walls and 
mascot painted in blue and white. The front office is adjacent to the front door and the secretary 
sits as her desk waiting to greet any visitor that has come to the school. Posters of the hallway 
noise levels, and school expectations are seen plastered up along the walls of the main entrance 
hallway. A long hallway leads to two separate sides of the building. Near the front door of the 
school is the Principal’s office. Unlike many other schools, where the principal’s office is located 
in the main office or in a suite of offices, Principal G’s office is located on the main hallway, 
near the front door of the school. The doors are painted blue, showcasing the school colors, while 
trophy cases line the hallway. Further down the hallway, the library can be found. Inside is a 
large castle with chairs, sofas, and tables for reading. A large blue and white classroom noise 
levels poster is hanging on a door next to a shelf housing books.  
A few doors down is the lunchroom. The school colors of blue and white cover the walls, 
while lunch tables are spread throughout. A sign made out of paper plates reads Brookland 
Eatery, while bulletin board letters spell out positive words reminding students of the school’s 
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values. As I walk around the school building, posters of hallway and classroom expectations can 
be found throughout, along with posters about the school’s bullying policy. Further down the hall 
decorated bulletin boards and student work can be found lining the walls. Principal G, standing 
about five feet and three inches, greets me with a smile on her face, excited to tell the story about 
her time at Brookland Middle school and the improvements that have taken place.  
Brookland Middle School first opened in 1963 as Brookland Junior High. After a merger 
between the county and city schools in 1997, Brookland Junior High School became Brookland 
Middle School. A new wing was constructed and opened in 2005. This new wing houses 6th 
grade classrooms, a few office spaces, and a computer lab. There are 338 students that attend 
Brookland Middle school. Located in an urban area, the school serves grades six, seven and eight 
with 94.3% of the students receiving free or reduced lunch.  
The school is located in a destitute part of the city with high crime. Brookland Middle 
school’s population consists of 85.8% African-American, 8.6% White, 3.6% Hispanic, 1.8% 
Mixed Race, and 0.8% Asian.  
The school’s mission statement, found on the school’s website reads: 
Brookland Middle School’s mission is to positively impact students socially and  
academically, by strengthening their character to become lifelong learners and  
productive citizens.  
Principal G 
Principal G is the principal of Brookland Middle School. Standing at only about five feet 
and three inches, she is a force to be reckoned with. Her long black hair, almond shaped nails, 
and polished suit lets others know she means business. It’s the first day that teachers are back 
from break, and Principal G is excited to welcome back the teachers, both new and old. She has a 
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big smile plastered across her face with dimples on each side. Her fast-paced talking forces 
everyone in the room to pay attention so they can keep up with the words that are coming out of 
her mouth. Every eye in the room was on her, but this has not always been the case.  
Principal G was a troubled teenager: getting kicked out of school in the eighth grade, 
Principal G always knew she was special, and that one day she would be a principal. After much 
reflection, she turned herself around, graduated from high school and then college. Having 
grown up in the inner city and feeling the system had failed her, Principal G decided to go and 
teach kids that looked like her in the inner city. She began her teaching career in a turnaround 
school, working there for two years before she lost her job. Having set a goal to become a 
principal by the time she was thirty, Principal. G was distraught. After losing her job as a 
teacher, she moved to her current city with the goal of continuing to teach inner city students. 
Disappointed that she did not get a job in an inner city school, Principal G went on to teach at 
one of the top magnet schools where she was very successful as a teacher. She was then tapped 
to be an assistant principal of one of the most difficult middle schools in the city. After one year 
as the assistant principal of that inner city school, Principal G went on to become principal of 
Brookland Middle School where she has been the principal for the past four years.  
Analysis of Research Question 1 
This section examines the data through the lens of the first research question: 
1. How do successful turnaround principals in Urban middle schools perceive they 
brought about change to turn around a failing school? 
Throughout the interview process, Principal G was asked questions about her leadership of 
turning around a failing school. She seemed to be very candid and honest about her feelings 
towards education and the process of improving Brookland Middle school. Principal G reflected 
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on the difficulties she faced as a new principal to improve a failing urban school and how she felt 
about the disparities her school faced. Documents helped to create a timeline of the school’s 
improvement journey and provided a clear look at some of the steps taken to improve Brookland 
Middle.  
 This section includes analysis of qualitative data that was collected from Principal G’s 
interview, observation, school documents, and artifacts. On July 23, 2019, one interview was 
conducted with Principal G. As we sat in a conference room toward the back of the office suites, 
she showed excitement in being interviewed about the improvements she led at Brookland 
Middle School. An observation of the beginning of the year professional development session 
was conducted a week later on August 1, 2019, beginning at 8:30 am. The observation protocol 
detailed Kotter’s eight a priori leading organizational change as look-fors and to help frame the 
observation notes that were recorded.  
 All of the qualitative data that was collected was analyzed and coded. The codes were 
then assigned to the eight a priori themes related to Kotter, found in the literature review. There 
were eleven more themes created, but after further analysis, only one of the eleven extra themes 
created did not fit into one of the a priori themes. The a priori themes found in the literature 
review are establish a sense of urgency, building the guiding team, develop vision and strategy, 
communicate the change vision, empower others to act on the vision, create short-term wins, 
consolidating improvements and producing still more change, and institutionalizing new 
approaches.  
 Principal’s G’s rankings of the coded themes can be found in Figure 3. The graph shows 
that 100% of the items coded in the table were from her interview. The graph then shows the 
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rankings of the themes based on Kotter’s leading organizational change themes and a few other 
codes that were prevalent in the Principal interviews.  
Establishing a sense of urgency 
 Creating a sense of urgency is vital to attaining needed collaboration (Kotter, 2012). 
According to the coding charts from the data analysis, establishing a sense of urgency did not 
seem to be a high priority for Principal G. The theme of establish a sense of urgency was the 
least coded of the themes in her interview and observation data collected. No evidence was found 





Figure 3: Principal G’s coding frequency 
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knew that she had to make changes to keep the doors of the school open, but there was not a high 
sense of urgency present. During her first year at the school, Principal G did have specific goals 
that she wanted the staff to focus on, but there was no evidence that she created a sense of 
urgency for the goals. During her interview, Principal G did not show a sense of urgency to turn 
the school around. None of the documents showed proof that she created a sense of urgency for 
the staff in turning around the school. Instead, Principal G explained her focus during her first 
year as principal at Brookland Middle school: 
My first year was all about like engagement and getting kids outside the four walls of the  
classroom and we spent lots of money on field trips and getting them out; and back to my 
original point was building fun in school again. Making school happy again. We did a lot 
like pep rallies and fun things and I wanted kids to get excited about me coming in,  
bringing a different perspective. I am not like a disciplinarian person. It's completely  
opposite of what these schools usually run. I just hit it with, I can't be anybody but me. I  
have high expectations, but I don't yell at kids.  
Kotter (2002) stressed that in improving organizations, urgency should replace complacency. 
Principal G did not seem complacent in improving the school, but urgent does not describe her 
actions.  
 During her third year as principal, a sense of urgency emerged, but not from Principal G. 
The sense of urgency was created by the superintendent and school district personnel. Various 
supports were put into place for failing schools like Brookland Middle: 
There is another state that works alongside the superintendent that they have with 
community board members. So we have priority school board members that go along 
with the priority schools. This joint connection was made so that there wouldn't be the 
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state coming in but there would be this advisory board of community members that were 
selected by the community and by the state. They sit on this board and they meet directly 
with the commissioner of education of the state, superintendent, the leader of the 
opportunity zone, and then all of the other key players.  
This sense of urgency was created so that the state would not come in and take over the school. 
The school board took their own steps to create urgency in improving the school. Various 
persons were put in place to help assist with the changes at the school:  
So there’s these meetings and then there's another state liaison person that is directly 
connected to my school that reports to the state and also reports to the executive director 
of the opportunity zone. So it was a very smart strategic way of using the community to 
be the voice of not the takeover but to take the responsibility of over, not overseeing 
necessarily but advising the schools in the direction because they're actual people of the 
community. So It’s interesting piece. I don't know how much we've gotten from it to be 
completely honest. But I guess it’s another checks and balances accountability systems 
that somebody else has to kind of answer to from both ends, but it really was the 
superintendent at the time and the former commissioner’s agreement to try this pilot out 
instead of takeover cause we know schools that are in takeover they still aren't achieving 
either. So it's a win-win for both of them. Right. So that's kind of, with the opportunity 
zone, however when the new grant was proposed, that's crazy. 
 At the beginning of Principal G leading the school’s improvement efforts, the sense of 
urgency did not appear very evident, but during an observation of the beginning of the year 
professional development at the school beginning her fourth year as principal, Principal G urged 
the teachers and staff to work hard towards the continuous improvement of the school. Handouts 
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given to teachers discussed various topics such as attendance and the importance of teachers 
coming to work. Expectations for faculty meetings, lesson plans and planning for academics, 
team planning, and student success planning were detailed in the handouts. As teachers read 
through the handouts, Principal G and her assistant principal read through and discussed each 
topic. Principal G and her team had carefully crafted topics that would continue to help the 
school work towards sustaining the goals the school had previously reached.  
 Although a sense of urgency in turning around the school was not present, Principal G 
felt she had enough influence over her staff to get them to work hard on improving the school. 
During the first year as principal of Brookland Middle school, Principal G was given the 
autonomy to lead how she saw fit. Her approach was simple: just improve the school.  
Forming a powerful guiding coalition 
Kotter (2002) argues that it is imperative to “form a group that has the capability in 
membership and method of operating to guide a very difficult change process” (pg. 60). Many of 
the teachers already working at the school stayed when Principal G became the principal. She 
was able to hire a few new teachers to replace those that left, but the majority of the staff 
remained from the previous principal. During the interview Principal G was very passionate 
about building a network of knowledgeable people to support her turnaround efforts at the 
school: 
Build your network of positive people around you. Build yourself. I don't think I could 
get through most of these years without people I could call and get advice from. Real 
people who are knowledgeable about it, that know you personally that can give you 
encouragement but they can also say yeah you probably need to fix what you're doing or 
you know yeah that doesn't look too good but I'm gonna sit with you and help you make a 
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plan how to fix it. I just don't think that this work is an individual work. It just, it can't be. 
It can't be an individual work. I just don't think principal’s turnaround schools. I think the 
staff essentially has to make that decision to do it because they're the boots on the ground. 
I think that we just kind of set the framework. We build the skeleton and they put the 
meat on it. 
Principal G had support from outsiders such as the superintendent, school district personnel and 
other principals that were part of a state cohort of turnaround principals. She also had a state 
liaison assigned to her school, community board members, and school board members helping to 
push urgency in improving the school.  
Principal G had the support of key members on the school district level, but it was 
imperative that she have the support of key staff members at her school also because they would 
be the ones doing the actual improvement work. The first year Principal G did not focus on 
building a guiding team, but instead chose to sit back and observe: 
Middle school is such a team-based piece that you have to get the input from those team 
players to do something cohesive. I would say that I did not really prepare. I think I just 
kind of wanted to see what was in place. Who my key players were and I learned a lot in 
my first year. Just like people who are loyal to the last principal and just like that. It's 
weird, it’s just a weird kind of transition until you can get your people in place.  
Principal G wanted to see who really was on board with the vision of the school and helping the 
school improve. She used a more unconventional way of building a team and winning the 
teachers and staff over. She decided to build relationships with the staff and their families outside 
of school to persuade them to support the mission of the school:  
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I think to me, I'll be completely honest with you. I think a better team building is like 
what we do every year, we just do a happy hour the night before school starts. We all 
meet up at a bar, this is terrible. But we all like and I tell them. So I call them, and I want 
them to bring their spouses or their significant others, no kids. So that they can meet me. 
So that can interact with me. Have a glass of wine. We're all talking to each other. We're 
all hanging out together and I give this speech at the end every year about how you know, 
I just wanted you, I'm speaking to the spouses, significant others. I want you to see my 
face. I want you to know who I am because their gonna be a lot of days where your 
spouse is going to come home. They're going to be very frustrated. They're going to be 
cussing about me. They're going to say a lot of things about me and I want you to know it 
is nothing personal. It is just this huge job that you guys are undertaking and you're 
agreeing to accept this job too, not just your spouse, because it is such huge hard work 
and I just never want you, I’m just always very transparent with people about how hard it 
is. 
Though Principal G built her in-school team in an unconventional way, during her fourth year as 
principal, she had very few new teachers on staff. During my observation of teachers first day 
back, I learned that of the 32 teachers on staff, there were only four new teachers starting at the 
school.  
Principal G felt that her honesty and passion attributed to her being successful in building 
a solid team at Brookland Middle School. When asked about how she was able to get the 
teachers, students, and other staff on board with the vision, her response was this: 
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I don't know. People listen to me when I talk. Laughter. I mean I just am very passionate 
about the work and I think that everybody believes people through actions. I don't think 
that there's like a key strategy. 
She was even able to get parents to be part of the guiding team, which is a challenge in many 
urban schools due to the population that urban schools serve. Parents participated in the PTSA, 
parent-teacher conferences, family nights at the school, and other scheduled activities:  
What I did was, instead of forcing parents or, I really am against buying people dinner to 
get them to come to the school because as a parent it’s your job, your duty to do that. I 
understand that there's lots of circumstances. I'm still like. There's a balance there. We 
don't do the times correctly. We should do them at, like we should take surveys and say 
what's the best time for the clientele, the parents and their work shift to do parent events? 
We don't do that well. That’s something we can work on. Cause we're so traditional and 
everybody always says the night. But that's not appropriate. Most of the time we can get 
parents here at 10 in the morning. Ten to twelve they can be here. We have to do that 
better. But I never got parents and people here because, you know I just told them that 
they had to come because they’re gonna lose this or lose that or gain this or gain that. All 
I did was create experiences that kids were super excited about and they take ownership 
with and say mom I want you; I need you to come see my work that I'm putting up. 
We've put on of course the academic night, once a semester so that like, we join 
everything together. If it’s a showcase of art, student work but also a band performance. 
If I'm a do it, we're just gonna do it all in one night. PTA night.  
Parents being at the school became a daily occurrence. Once Principal G created various 
opportunities for them that fit their schedules, parents became more involved. 
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 Getting the community’s support was perhaps the biggest challenge for principal G. 
Because of the community’s views of the school and the community’s views of itself, getting 
outsiders to believe in the changes that were happening at Brookland Middle school wasn’t easy: 
 Even though we’ve made improvements, we’ve shown growth. It’s just that city  
mentality, community mentality. It’s just so easy to say it’s bad. It’s the community, 
right. And that’s, I think that’s what probably hurts me the most ‘cause we put ourselves 
out there in a positive light. 
Principal G did her best to get the support of the community by holding events each month and 
doing events that showcased the school in a positive light. On the school’s website, pictures of 
various events such as plays, band concerts, and the students’ work in the car lab can be found. 
She felt the school continued to struggle because the community would focus on the one bad 
issue that happened at the school instead of on the many positive happenings. She struggled with 
convincing some parents new to the community about the positives of the school because of the 
negative community views.  
 The views of the school have become more positive over the years and each year her 
guiding team, which includes parents, teachers, school board members, and students, continues 
to grow stronger. The stronger her team grew, the better the school became.  
Creating a vision and strategy 
 When Principal G was appointed the principal of Brookland Middle school, her goals 
were to improve the school and save it from being taken over by the state. Creating a new vision 
and mission was not one of her priorities. When leading organizational change, in Kotter’s 
(2002) third step, develop vision and strategy, he states that the right vision and strategies guide 
action in all of the remaining stages of change (p. 82). With no revised vision or strategies to 
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reach an unclear vision, Principal G chose to begin the improvement efforts by focusing on 
academics: 
We didn't do that whole thing where you like, even though it suggests that you do when 
you start a new school and you do all those things. But I read them, and they seem fine to 
me. Just believe that you create more work. I really feel like, I don't want to waste 
teachers time by writing goals and visions and doing mission’s work and like and a whole 
staff meeting when like it literally can just be like after the first week of school what are 
we seeing wrong. Let's just go ahead and fix it. Like I don't know I just feel like I'd rather 
you be planning. I'd rather you be in like a group team meeting talking about, “How can 
we make this lesson better? How can we plan accordingly? How can we get all of quarter 
1 done?” So we feel like we can execute something. In my opinion, time should be spent 
on teachers feeling empowered by creating their own curriculum piece instead of 
everything being kind of top down. 
The vision and mission stayed the same, and teachers and staff worked to improve academics at 
the school. There were no strategies put in place for how they would reach the goal of improving 
the school, so the teachers worked off of knowing they had to improve student outcomes, or the 
school would be taken over by the state.  
 Principal G not developing a vision and strategy to turnaround the school was perhaps 
because she was a new principal and she had been given autonomy to lead in her own way:  
The first year was kind of, you were allowed to kind of lead how you saw fit. The second 
year, mid-year we were kind of given, I'd say January, that's when the opportunity zone 
came about. We were kind of given certain criteria, loose criteria in regard to specific 
reading curriculum. Specific math. Then third year was all mandated. 
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During Principal G’s fourth year leading the school, the school district created a vision and 
strategy for schools throughout the district to follow. This applied whether the school was a 
failing school or high-performing school. The new vision of the school was accelerating student 
achievement and the school would do this by using five key strategies. Those five strategies 
were: 
1. Deeply understand state and academic standards 
2. Set clear learning targets for every lesson 
3. Build rigorous, aligned lessons 
4. Consistently implement instructional best practices 
5. Close the opportunity gap 
This vision and strategies were displayed during the beginning of the year meeting for teachers. 
Principal G discussed each one with the teachers and answered clarifying questions so that 
teachers would know and understand the expectations and strategies. There was not enough 
evidence to support that Principal G used the five strategies given to her by the school district. 
 The school’s previous vision and mission can be found in the student handbook. In 
looking at documents, such as the student handbooks from the years Principal G has led the 
school, the vision and mission of the school has stayed the same. The school’s mission statement 
reads: 
 Brookland Middle School’s mission is to positively impact students socially and  
academically by strengthening their character to become lifelong learners and productive 
citizens.  
The school’s vision statement reads: 
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Brookland Middle School will provide a positive, creative, safe environment that fosters 
academic excellence through respectful relationships.  
 Though the mission and vision of the school stayed the same, Principal G felt as though 
she was able to clearly show the staff, students, and other key players her vision for the school 
through her efforts:  
 Some principals come in and sit and wait. So what I did was, I came in and I just really  
showed them my passion. I showed them, the first year was all about what's your story. 
And they need to know the why; like my ‘why’ behind this work. They needed to know 
that I have a vision moving forward and it’s such a small school, so I was very hesitant 
about coming in with all of my stuff. I wanted to see some of the change. Like a couple 
of things. Like, lesson plan templates or how we meet or team communication and that 
kind of thing.  
Principal G also focused on improving the culture of the school by having an open door for staff 
and students. For this to happen, she made what she felt was a big change in comparison to 
previous principals at the school. She moved her office to the very front of the school building, 
next to the front entrance:  
The principal before me had this really big office back here where I was so I just took the 
principal’s office which is so nice. This is a nice area. This is all the principal’s area. It 
was or less like I'm a huge culture and climate person. Like I'm the PAL. That’s my thing 
is culture and climate. I read things really well and I wanted to wait and see before I just 
really delved into certain things. Sometimes I think it was a gift and a curse.  
 Though Principal G kept the vision and mission statements that were already in place at 
Brookland Middle school, she did have her own vision and goals for the school. One of those 
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goals was to decrease suspensions and put something in place to help students truly learn the 
correct behaviors, be productive, and still learn at the same time: 
I guess my ultimate vision and goal is, if someone were to be suspended or someone to 
do something, how can they serve the time in replace of the suspension because honestly 
they do have to be put of the building. You can't just have them coming back to class, but 
like what can make them more productive to make them want to earn to go back to do 
what they were doing. If they are suspended, since we're teaching so many skill sets here, 
what happens if we just incorporate something. I just want them to do something. 
Principal G may not have developed a written vision for the school, but she did have an overall 
vision to improve the academic outcomes of the students.  
Communicating the vision for buy-in 
 In change efforts, it is essential that the vision is clear and continuously communicated. 
“Vision is usually communicated most effectively when many different vehicles are used: large 
group meetings, memos, newspapers, posters, informal one-on-on talks. When the same message 
comes at people from six different directions, it stands a better chance of being heard and 
remembered” (Kotter, 2012, p.95). During her first three years as principal of Brookland Middle, 
Principal G did not have a clear change vision to communicate to the staff. She wanted to 
improve the school, but her end goal and the how were not clear. There is not sufficient evidence 
in the data collected that Principal G communicated a change vision for buy-in when she began 
leading the school’s turnaround efforts or throughout her first three years as principal of 
Brookland Middle School. Though Principal G was vocal with the staff about the need to 
improve student outcomes, she herself had not created a change vision for the school, as 
evidenced in her interview. 
 110 
Evidence collected shows that Principal G did not communicate a clear vision to the 
teachers and staff until her fourth year as principal at Brookland Middle. During the first meeting 
of her fourth year, Principal G communicated the district’s vision and key strategies for 
improving the school and discussed plans for the school year with the staff. A PowerPoint 
presentation displayed on the screen and documents given to the staff showed that the goal of the 
district was to accelerate student achievement. Because the district wanted coherence district-
wide, all schools would follow the same template and use the same strategies in reaching the 
goals. Principal G communicated the strategies they would use to accelerate student 
achievement. Those strategies were as follows: 
1. Deeply understand state academic standards 
2. Set clear learning targets for every lesson.  
3. Build rigorous aligned lessons 
4. Consistently implement instructional best practices 
5. Close the opportunity gap 
Principal G communicated these strategies to staff during the meeting and gave the teachers 
handouts to keep. 
A plan of action was created to improve student outcomes during Principal G’s fourth 
year as principal. Since she had been given a vision from the school district to accelerate student 
achievement, she expected teachers to use the strategies put in place. Principal G and her team 
created very specific plans to be implemented at the school. She and her team created plans of 
action for each quarter of the school year. They created a wall with student progress trackers 
where they tracked the academic achievement and progress of each student enrolled at the 
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school. On Mondays, time was set aside for teacher to meet during their planning time to look at 
student data. This time was called Data Mondays.  
 Principal G created an agenda handout for teachers to follow each Monday when they 
met. This document, collected as part of the evidence in this study, guided teachers through the 
norms and expectations of the Monday meetings. On Data Mondays, teachers would meet and 
discuss student data. This data included benchmarks, weekly assessments in Mastery Connect, 
past state assessment data, and data from the various remediation programs used. Every Monday, 
teachers were expected to be present and bring with them their red lesson plans folder, standards 
tracking sheets, data goal setting notebooks, and weekly assessments. 
 Before the school district communicated their vision to Principal G about academic 
improvement, Principal G was taking another route in improving academics. She felt that extra-
curricular activities and teaching various job and life skills would help improve student 
outcomes: 
The second big push to engagement that we have is that we have a whole musical theatre 
department. Somebody famous went here. And performed on our football field my first 
year here. It was a huge event. But it led me to say you're going to have to give us some 
money for a new school theatre department because kids need to want to sing and act. 
But not only that, but to go back to skill sets of like operating a show and operating the 
equipment and all these things that they're just going to learn through the experiences like 
we're so busy trying to drill and kill and say here's the word character let me teach you 
about character. Everybody understands character. Okay let’s move on. That’s not how 
you learn those things. You learn those things from teamwork and like. It’s just other 
things that we do, but I know it’s a lot but. It's like building all these programs and then 
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like kind of keeping them sustained and kids, like middle schoolers should have options. 
On several different things.  
Though principal G was able to meet the school’s AMO’s (Annual Measurable Outcome) each 
year, the school may have seen more progress each year with school improvement efforts if a 
clear vision had been communicated. As Kotter (2012) stated previously, having a vision is vital 
when leading change.  
Empowering others to act on the vision 
 Principal G and her staff were up against many obstacles in trying to turn around 
Brookland Middle. In leading change, Kotter (2002) expresses that in order to empower action, 
you have to deal effectively with obstacles that block action. Principal G did her best to 
effectively deal with obstacles the school faced but fell short in removing them all. The school 
faced barriers ranging from receiving 6th graders each year that arrived with large learning gaps 
to having inferior community views. Teacher sustainability was also a challenge the school faced 
and last, there were various mandates from the school district and other formal structures that 
made the task of improving the school difficult.   
 Principal G could not fully remove the barrier of 6th graders arriving with large learning 
gaps. The school had to take the incoming students as they were and work with them to improve 
their deficits. To help remove this barrier from teachers, Principal G worked with principals at 
the feeder schools and plans were created to address gaps of those students coming in with 
deficits: 
We did rise up the second year and that's where we really made our huge jump and our 
gains and growth. And then we have a rise up group. So like the top tier kids who don't 
necessarily need to be with the guided reading teacher, they’re broken off in their guided 
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reading classes to go to rise up which is like a broken down version of guided reading. So 
guided reading is made up of three parts. There are three different teachers that teach 
those three different parts and then they rotate every fifteen minutes. So it's the intense 
intervention but not intervention to hit the low, intervention to hit the high. Because 
everybody is in that area, but you do have those high kids that were not going to show 
any growth there too right. So we're a growth school. We gotta meet everybody where 
they're at and try to move them up. That was our huge strategy. It still is. Our second year 
doing it, that was our really big strategy. Well, first year we had the guided reading we 
didn't have the rise up piece. We didn't have the extra piece to hit the top tier kids. And 
I'm completely against RTI by the way so just know. 
Data showed that not all of the learning gaps could be closed immediately with the guided 
reading and rise up, but the students did make gains in their academics, specifically reading.  
Principal G and her leadership team decided to put some other ideas in place to balance 
out what students knew and what they didn’t. Instead of focusing solely on academics, Principal 
G and her staff focused on students learning various types of skills that they could use in the real 
world. Since many of the skill-based classes such as home economics, shop, and auto body have 
been taken out of schools, Principal G is working on giving the students at Brookland Middle 
non-academic skills that they can use in the real world: 
In my mind our kids have to leave with a skill. Some type of exposure. Not mastery. 
Exposure to a skill set. If we cannot compete in this world today academically, we're 
gonna have to give them something else to compete with.  
 A large barrier the school faced the first few years after Principal G became principal was 
sustaining teachers. Turnaround work can be tiring, especially for new teachers. Like many other 
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urban turnaround schools, Brookland Middle teachers would leave because of the burnout. 
Principal G has not only experienced turnover with her teachers, but she has had difficulty with 
sustaining assistant principals to help her in leading the work: 
So this will be my third assistant principal in four years. And I haven't even sat down 
with him yet. He shows up Wednesday. That's hard. Especially when you're trying to 
build. You know. I don't think they are prepared for what it really is when they come into 
a turnaround school. I think you can say the same thing about the teachers. Which is why 
we have so much turnover. So the principal understands because either they were the AP 
in that environment, or they understand the work because they grew up in it. Or they just 
want to do a good job. We all, all of us just want to do a good job. 
Principal G hoped that her new assistant principal will stay for the long-haul, but she knows that 
the job is difficult, and it is hard to sustain teachers and staff: 
I think the relationships that I've built the past 4 years that I've been here have been really 
hard; to lose a lot of great people, but I understand that they've already been doing for 
like five or something years at this school. This is not a sustainable job. And that is what's 
sad because the community needs it to be sustainable. It's trying to figure out what's the 
issue. Why can't we make it sustainable? Why can't the community trust that this person 
will be there for their kids or grandkids or whatever it may be. Those are some things that 
I think I always grapple with in the experience of it all. 
Principal G worked tirelessly to ensure support was provided for teachers over the years. She 
wanted not only the students to be happy at Brookland Middle, but she wanted the teachers and 
staff to be happy. At the beginning of the 2019-2020 school year, there were only four new staff 
members. 28 of the 32 staff members had returned for another school year. This was something 
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that Principal G was really happy about. A smile was plastered on her face as she welcomed the 
new and returning staff members on their first day back to work after summer vacation.  
 Community views of the school created apathy among the staff and students. Principal G 
and many of the teachers were affected by the negative things said about the school and how 
people viewed Brookland Middle. As principal, Principal G created opportunities for the 
community and others to see the school in a better light. She constantly worked with community 
partners and invited people from the community to come and volunteer at the school and come to 
various events held. She posted various pictures on social media sites such as Twitter to paint the 
school in a positive light: 
It's getting past community views. I think what hurts me the most is this city is not,  
they do not want to relinquish their verbiage in saying that's a bad school. It's just this, 
even in the Black community it is the label and you can walk into a school down the road 
and that school building is like crap. Like it takes a long time. Even though we've made 
improvements. We've shown growth. It's just that city mentality, community mentality. 
It's just so easy to say it’s bad. It's the community, right. And that's, I think that's what 
probably hurts me the most, cause as much as we put ourselves out there, in a positive 
light, my goal is always to get something in the news positive every month or every other 
month. So the schools name is always on everybody's tongue. It always used to be on 
somebody's tongue somewhere or doing something. So we've kind of moved in that 
direction. It's just like but when one thing happens here, then their back to square one. 
Like that's what they think. But no it's just been extremely hard. 
Artifacts collected, such as programs from plays put on by students and agendas from parent 
nights, show Principal G’s efforts to change the culture and community views of the school.  
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When those efforts did not work, Principal G stood front and center to block the negativity 
coming from outside of the school as to protect the teachers, staff and students:  
This is what I tell them. For lack of better words, I am literally the shit catcher. I am this 
net and I catch it all from the state. And I catch it all from the district. And I catch it all 
from the community or whatever it is. They don't have to worry about any of that. I never 
put any of that on anybody, but I tell them if you don't do your job, the holes in the net 
get bigger and I can't catch it. 
Principal G and her staff continued each year to change the culture of the school and the negative 
views of the community by having positive events and showing the progressive endeavors at the 
school through various media outlets and inviting people to the school to take part in them.  
 District mandates also made removing barriers challenging during some years of the 
turnaround. The district’s expectations changed from year to year, making it difficult for 
Principal G to create a solid plan for improvement. The first year of the turnaround, Principal G 
was a part of a state-created turnaround principal cohort. During this time, she had some 
guidance and was able to make some decisions on her own. The second year and going forward, 
various mandates were put in place by the school district:   
The first year was kind of, you were allowed to kind of lead how you saw fit. The second 
year, mid-year we were kind of given, I'd say January, that's when the opportunity zone 
came about. We were kind of given certain criteria, loose criteria in regard to specific 
reading curriculum, specific math. Then third year was all mandated. 
Documents showed mandates in curriculum and response to how intervention with students 
changed. Principal G was also now being monitored closely to ensure that mandates were being 
followed. There was some extra support provided with the second year changes, but, Principal G, 
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who is “completely against RTI,” felt that some of her ideas would have worked better for the 
school and wanted more support: 
I was one who wanted to go above and beyond for the school and for the kids and have 
all these ideas, but I needed somebody to listen to me. I needed somebody to allow me to 
execute those.  
When Principal G began her fourth year as principal, all curriculum was mandated. Documents 
show that the district mandated RTI in schools, specific curriculums, and for schools to 
implement having weekly PLC’s to look at student data.  
 Principal G worked to empower others to act in the school by removing as many barriers 
as possible. Though it is impossible to remove all barriers, she wanted to provide teachers with 
the tools they needed to do the turnaround work without having to break down the many barriers 
that were in the way.  
Planning for and creating short-term wins 
 Short-term wins build momentum and help those working to create change keep the faith 
that they are on the right path. According to Kotter (2002), short-term wins are essential in 
providing feedback, giving an emotional uplift to those working hard, taking power away from 
pessimists, and attracting those who aren’t actively helping. Principal G did not have any clear 
short-term goals when she became principal at Brookland Middle school stating, “I just wanted 
to improve”.  
 After deeper contemplation, Principal G was able to give a few short-term goals that she 
had for the school: 
My short-term goals it was just like I really just wanted kids to be happy. I really literally, 
it’s so basic. I just literally just wanted kids to have experiences outside the four walls of 
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the classroom. I wanted them to be exposed to certain types of skill sets. I wanted them to 
love the school, want to come to school, like their teachers and really just hopefully just 
kind of, hopefully they're learning right. I know it sounds crazy, but you know but that's 
literally it’s just so simple that I just, I wanted this to be a happy school. I wanted people 
to want to come here; adults and students and anybody else to just walk through and say 
it just feels different here than it does somewhere else. I think that was it ‘cause I'm not 
really like a SMART goal driven person, which I'm, again supposed to be in this 
environment. I'm not a lot of those things that you kind of supposed to be which just 
throws everybody off sometimes.  
There were a few short-term wins during the first year of her principalship. The improvement in 
student achievement in ELA gave the faculty and staff hope to continue to work towards turning 
around the school. Documents from data collected showed that during Principal G’s first year as 
principal at Brookland Middle, scores improved in ELA. The next school year, with the big focus 
on math, the school made another short-term win with growth in the subject: 
The first-year was like all super growth after all the ELA push that we had. We changed 
our whole schedule for this new idea of how to teach math and our scores did really well. 
They skyrocketed from what they were. 
 Though Brookland Middle school did have some short-term wins, none of the documents 
collected from Principal G’s first three years showed where she or her team had created short-
term goals for the school year. During her fourth year as principal, Principal G and her staff did 
create benchmark goals for students for each quarter during the school year.  
 During the second year, there was a shift in the culture of the school. When Principal G 
began her work, the attitudes of the students and teachers were very apathetic. Part of what she 
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wanted was for everyone to be happy and for there to be a better culture. The E-lab in the school 
helped the culture of the school change for the better: 
We have our, we have a (car company name) lab. Our lab creates. That’s what we saw in 
our whole second year shift of the ownership and the pride in our school. We have the 
only E-lab that services kids in an entrepreneurial standpoint.  
Pictures of students working in the E-lab show the students taking pride in creating shirts with 
the school’s logo on them and creating items they were happy about. This spread happiness and 
pride throughout the school helping to create a better culture. During this time, Principal G felt 
pride helped increase attendance percentages because students wanted to come to school. 
Attendance data collected showed that during the 2018-2019 school year, the number of students 
absent decreased by 1.3%. Though not a large number, this decrease in absences was a short-
term win for the school.  
Consolidating improvements and producing more change 
 Urgency must continue until the vision of change exists fully (Kotter, 2012). Principal G 
and her team struggled to keep up the momentum each year in turning around the school. Some 
years were better than others. Evidence from data collected showed that Principal G did not keep 
up a sense of urgency from year to year. There was evidence of only one practice put in place to 
keep up a sense of urgency to maintain the changes that had been successful at the school. 
Principal G worked to make reflection part of the culture at Brookland for both teachers and 
students to keep up the urgency of continuous school improvement:  
What is the purpose? What are things we can and cannot control. And emotions are 
definitely one of them once you leave the building. You know you can reflect. I'm all 
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about the reflection and trying to make the next day better and not running from things 
which is the easiest thing to do.  
The Data Monday’s agenda included teacher reflection and review of student reflections. 
Teachers reflect on their instruction and how they could continue to improve in order to increase 
student outcomes. Students were expected to reflect after a grade had been given on an 
assessment or class assignment. This reflection allowed students to examine their strengths and 
weaknesses. 
 There was not enough evidence in the data collected to conclude that Principal G kept up 
urgency during the school improvement efforts at Brookland Middle school.  
Institutionalizing new approaches 
 Principal G’s coding chart showed that she put a strong emphasis on culture and creating 
a new school culture. In transformation efforts, change can be very difficult and take a long time. 
In order for change to become anchored in the culture, there needs to be consistent verbal 
instruction and support along with short-term wins to keep the momentum going (Kotter, 2012). 
Over the years Principal G has worked at making changes stick, to create new traditions and 
ways of doing things, in order to continuously improve the future of Brookland Middle school. 
One of the ways Principal G worked on changing the culture was by ensuring that teachers had a 
voice. During her first year as principal at Brookland Middle, she began embedding teacher 
voice as part of the culture. She began shifting the culture from being authoritative before she 
became principal, to allowing teachers to give input and have a voice in how they handled 
matters at the school:  
How do I make a world to where teachers have structures, procedures and all those other 
pieces, but also how do I make a world where teachers feel like they have a voice and 
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they have a say in that they feel like we are an open community of like candidacy and 
capacity building and we're all moving the ship together with a vision? That was my big 
push coming in. 
Principal G was set on making teachers comfortable enough to express their concerns and 
feelings to her without feeling they weren’t being heard or that they would be reprimanded for 
expressing their thoughts and how various matters were done and handled:  
I mean I think everybody knows that we’re a culture of open voice. Everyone knows that 
they can come to me about anything and everything. I think teachers talk to each other. 
We do lemon squeezes which are gut wrenching for me, but it’s good for the staff to vent.  
An open voice culture was evident during their beginning of the year professional development 
meeting. Teachers were able to voice their opinions freely about certain initiatives and various 
things they did not like or they felt would not be good for the school. Principal G listened and 
informed teachers that she would take into consideration everything they have voiced and that 
she would always have an open ear to listen to them. Over the years, having an open voice 
culture with the teachers has helped the school create partnerships with businesses in the 
community, create a new space in the library for students to read and do work, have a safe place 
for students to trick-or-treat on Halloween, and countless other initiatives have been put in place. 
The school’s most recent project included a free reading library box outside of the school, where 
students and people of the community can get free books to take home and read.  
 Another shift in the culture Principal G worked towards was creating a sense of pride 
among the students. Principal G felt there was no sense of pride when she first came: 
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You know when I first came to this middle school in particular, the students were very 
apathetic. They wore all kinds of different clothing that were not the uniform of the 
school. There was no school pride.  
A shift in the culture came during Principal G’s second year as the principal. The school wrote a 
grant to partner with a car company and the state. Winning this grant afforded the school the 
opportunity to have to have the only E-lab in the state that services kids from an entrepreneurial 
standpoint: 
We saw in our whole second year a shift of the ownership and the pride in our school. 
We have the only e-lab that services kids in an entrepreneurial standpoint. 
Situated on the back side of the school building, the E-lab has an industrial feel to it. On the wall 
in large, bold letters, the words explore, engage, empower are painted above the car company’s 
E-lab sign. Computers and machines are strategically placed around the room. In one area of the 
room, t-shirts and sweatshirts with the school’s logo are hanging on the wall under a sign that 
reads vinyl cutting. A large flat screen TV hangs in another corner of the room, while a long blue 
counter with cabinets is situated in the middle.  
 The E-lab not only instilled a sense of pride in the school, but a culture of 
entrepreneurship was established among the students. Pictures on the school’s website shows 
students happily working together in the E-lab to create various items to sell to other students 
and in the community: 
They know how to make T-shirts. They make key chains. We have three, they can 3-D 
print. They are creating, they have a CNC router. That cuts wood, which cuts glass, 
which cuts. You know we outsource a lot of our things. People order materials and items 
through us. We sell all kinds. 
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Students can be seen happily wearing shirts they created to school on a daily basis or carrying an 
item that has the school logo. The students are learning a skill and generating revenue for the 
school. The goal was to keep them engaged in learning, but the engagement has turned into 
students learning how to run a business: 
We created, where like that is their business. That is their business. They run a T-shirt 
business. They run a sweatshirt business; headband business and I told them anything that 
says our school logo or mascot or anything on it, you are allowed to wear. Point-blank. 
So they were getting very creative and just putting it on their own shirts, but I don't care 
because you're in there. One you're learning how to use the machine. You're ordering. 
I've got kids bringing invoices to me. They're asking me, you know, like we've already 
done this, and we need you to sign this and do this. I mean, they're always in and out of 
my office and it’s a business. And with their revenue they've bought like an embroidery 
machine. So now they're trying to learn how to embroider. They're trying to be fancy with 
some polos or whatever. 
Evidence collected showed that teacher voice and engaging students with the E-lab to build a 
sense of pride are the two approaches that have continued to be a part of Brookland Middle 
school’s culture over the years. Principal G continues to work towards creating a better school 
culture and anchoring new approaches into the school culture.  
Summary of the Analysis of Research Question One 
The previous section examined this study’s qualitative data through the lens of the first 
research question: 
1. How do successful turnaround principals in urban middle schools perceive they 
brought about change to turn around a failing urban middle school? 
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In this section, Principal G gave her view of how she brought about change to the once failing 
Brookland Middle School. An analysis of the qualitative data collected from her interview, 
observation, documents, artifacts, and archival records were also included in this section. During 
the analysis of the data, codes emerged that matched with one of the eight a priori themes that 
were discussed in the review of literature. The themes that emerged from the data were 
establishing a sense of urgency, forming a powerful guiding coalition, creating a vision, 
communicating the vision, empowering others to act on the vision, planning for and creating 
short-term wins, consolidating improvements and producing still more change, and 
institutionalizing new approaches. The top three most cited codes from Principal G’s data were 
create a new culture, strategies, and mandates that influence change. Each of these codes fit 
within one of the three a priori themes: develop vision and strategy, institutionalize new 
approaches, and empower others to act. The next section provides an analysis of the similarities 
and differences in change strategies used by Dr. Joiner and Principal G to turnaround their once 
failing urban middle schools.  
Analysis of Research Question Two 
  This section examines this study’s qualitative data through the lens of the second research 
question:  
2.  What are the similarities and differences in change strategies used by urban middle 
school turnaround principals to turn around a failing school? 
Both Dr. Joiner and Principal G used many strategies when turning around their schools. 
Those strategies ranged from providing professional development and creating intervention 
classes for low-performing students to providing rigorous instruction to teachers and creating 
specific test preparation plans for students.  
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There was evidence that Dr. Joiner did in some ways use many of the steps in Kotter’s 
leading organizational change model. When asked the question if she used any specific model to 
help guide her in turning around the school, her answer was no. During the analysis process, the 
reoccurring theme of strategies was prevalent in documents as well as during Dr. Joiner’s 
interview. Similar to question one, Dr. Joiner provided ways that she perceived brought about 
change. Specific strategies that she perceived were strategies for effective change were laid out 
in a document.  
Being that the second question in this research is a comparative question and requires 
comparative analysis, this section will detail the specific strategies that both Dr. Joiner and 
Principal G perceived they used to successfully improve their schools. A comparative analysis of 
the strategies both Dr. Joiner and Principal G perceived they used to improve their schools can 
be found in the comparative analysis section.  
Strategies: Dr. Joiner  
Though not initially included in the a priori themes, upon reviewing and coding the 
qualitative data, the theme of strategies was added. Strategies was the most coded theme in the 
data collected from Dr. Joiner and the turnaround efforts she led at Bright Prep. During her 
interview she discussed a plethora of different strategies that were implemented to help improve 
the school. Many of the documents that were collected during the data collection process 
discussed various strategies used to help turn the school around. Kotter (2002) notes that “a 
strategy shows how to achieve a vision” (p.67). Being that Dr. Joiner has been able to maintain 
her success in turning around Bright Prep for the past eight years, she often presents at 
conferences about her successes and the strategies she used to turn around the school. There were 
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ten strategies for effective change that Dr. Joiner perceives were the keys to success in improving 
Bright Prep. 
1. Set clear goals & expectations 
2. Shared decision-making 
3. Invest in faculty 
4. Data-driven decisions 
5. Focused assessment (RTI) 
6. Curriculum maps 
7. School morale  
8. Student focus 
9. Parent engagement 
10. Community engagement and partnerships 
This section discusses those various strategies for effective change that Dr. Joiner used to help 
achieve the turnaround of Bright Prep. 
Set clear goals and expectations 
 Before beginning the turnaround efforts at Bright Prep, Dr. Joiner made sure that her 
vision was clear by setting clear goals and expectations. She knew the goals would be difficult, 
but obtainable. Documents show there was a need to focus on improving school discipline and 
academics. By analyzing the previous academic data, Dr. Joiner knew she had to get rid of the 
academic lethargy within the school and place a large focus on literacy and teaching higher order 
thinking. Academic data on the state’s website showed that the school was in the bottom 10% in 
the state. As the new leader, Dr. Joiner knew that everyone there would not just agree to the 
changes and get to doing the work that desperately needed to be done. She put a strong focus on 
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relationships and building them with the staff, students and community in order to instill new 
school values and guiding principles that teachers and staff were expected to follow. Those 
guiding principles were laid out as follows: 
• Incorporate literacy in all classes 
• All teachers will be consistent in enforcing beliefs, values, and rules 
• Accountability 
• Approachable 
• Build relationships with students, faculty, parents, and community 
• Positive reinforcement for teachers and students 
• Embracing “no excuses” for teachers and students 
• Actively teaching B2B with participation from ALL students 
• Commit to ‘bell ringer’ and add ‘reflection’ 
• Evidence of Bloom’s hierarchy 
The guiding principal that was reinforced the most was that of incorporating literacy in all 
classes. Because of the dismal academic data, reading and writing were mandated in all subject 
areas. This was evident in lesson plans from the teachers, could be seen in the daily agendas on 
the classroom boards and included a bell ringer and in test-prep practice questions that were 
created in various subjects to help prepare students for the state assessment.  
Shared decision-making 
Though Dr. Joiner was leading the school’s turnaround, she knew that she could not 
single-handedly turnaround the school herself. One of the strategies she used to turnaround the 
school was shared-decision making. Her assistant principal, Mr. Martin, helped Dr. Joiner create 
various teams in which members of the team were given a chance to share their voices about 
 128 
various topics, including but not limited to academics and culture. Teachers and counselors met 
to discuss strategies, challenges and individual needs of students. With this, the teachers, 
counselors and other staff had a voice in helping to improve the school and meet the needs of the 
students. This shared decision-making also helped build effective leaders and teachers. One 
example of this was the roles of the department chairs were increased. Department chairs were 
able to work closely with the teachers in their subject area to help meet the needs of the students 
and use subject-specific strategies to help increase student knowledge. By understanding that 
shared leadership was important in the turnaround of the school, Dr. Joiner was able to build 
leaders, delegate task and put her focus on other areas that needed her specific attention.  
Invest in faculty/ Teacher professional development  
 Dr. Joiner built capacity in her teachers by providing on-going, high quality professional 
development (PD) throughout the school year. Prior to the beginning of each school year, 
teachers would receive three weeks of professional development before the students returned. 
During the three weeks of summer training, a large focus was put on literacy as literacy was 
expected to be taught as part of all subject areas. Math strategies and curriculum were also taught 
during this three-week professional development time.  
 Artifacts show that professional development for the teachers was extensive throughout 
the school year. PD included but was not limited to, training on literacy, math strategies and 
curriculum, a new teacher network and various types of observations. Teachers at Bright Prep 
received continuous professional development each week to help them grow their teaching 
practice. These PD sessions would typically be held on Wednesday’s and once a month the PD 
sessions were teacher led. During her interview, Dr. Joiner seemed very proud of the PD 
structures that are in place at Bright Prep.  
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So we take them through PD and then as you grow, we put you in some other areas. And  
so we think we have a really robust PD sessions for teachers. We stay at school every  
Wednesday after school. We have strong PD twice a month for those teachers and once a  
month they work in their rooms. 
 Peer observations, observation reflections and self-reflections were also used as part of 
the professional development at Bright Prep. During an observation, documents show that there 
was a focus on curriculum, assessment and student instructional response. Teachers would 
receive feedback on their lessons and work towards improvement using a professional growth 
plan. Teachers would towards the goals in their plan and at the end of each quarter, teachers 
completed a set of reflection questions. Other investments such as grade level retreats, 
differentiated professional development, demonstration lessons and career teams contributed to 
growing teacher capacity.  
 Dr. Joiner and her team also made sure to provide differentiated professional 
development for teachers. Knowing that not all teachers have the same needs depending on their 
experience, a plan was created to meet the professional development needs of the teachers in 
order to meet the needs of the students. There were different tiers of PD created to build capacity 
at different levels. Appendix ( ) presents a visual of the tiered PD structure explained below. The 
first tier of professional development was based on the number of years of teaching experience 
of each teacher. This tier was for teachers that had been in the classroom one to two years. First 
year teachers received PD on classroom management, grading models, lesson-planning models, 
UBD (Understanding by Design) and integrating subjects. Second year teachers received PD on 
UBD with a focus on pacing guides, differentiated instruction, strategic questioning, and 
integration. Teachers with three years of teaching experience received instruction-based PD 
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based on their own teacher interest. These teachers were able to select from a choice of 15 year-
long courses of study. The courses were research-based courses based on teachers own interest. 
Teachers who had four or more years of teaching experience were also able to participate in the 
instruction-based PD based off of their own interest or participate in a personalized development 
project. This type of PD included peer coaching, lesson study, and a teacher-created project. 
Unlike the other professional development provided for the teachers, the personalized 
development project was geared more toward building leadership capacity in the teachers.  
 The differentiated professional development provided to the teachers helped to meet the 
individual needs of the teachers and in turn assisted in improving student outcomes. Teachers 
have different needs from year to year based on their experiences. A first year teacher’s needs 
and capacities that need to be built differ from that of a teacher in year eight of teaching. 
Through this tiered method, teachers not only gained what they needed to be better instructors, 
they were able to help build capacity in other teachers as well.  
Data-driven decisions 
 Dr. Joiner put a large emphasis on tracking the data of the students. She made sure that 
every person on staff knew where each student was in regard to being on grade level, their 
strengths and weaknesses and what they needed to be successful. The teacher’s workroom next 
to the front office had been turned into a make-shift data room. Lining the walls was the data of 
every student enrolled at Bright Prep showing their mastery of the core subjects (math, ELA, 
Science and Social Studies). Each student either had a red, yellow, green, or blue dot beside their 
name for each subject. Red dots meant the student was below grade level. Yellow dots meant the 
student was approaching grade level. Green dots meant a student was on grade level, and blue 
dots meant a student was working above grade level.  
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Dr. Joiner also used various types of benchmark data to track students during the school 
year. This allowed the staff at Bright Prep to get a more accurate picture of where students were 
and what they needed to work on.  
We use something called Case 21. I just went with that year before last. So this will be 
my third year using it. It pretty much tells the story of where you're going to end up. This 
year we had a couple of surprises, but I can't figure out if that was our choice of 
benchmark questioning, test questions, or what it was. We haven't worked through that. I 
like it. 
These benchmarks also help students keep track of where they are with their mastery, which in 
turn allows them to take ownership of their learning.  
 Instruction was driven by data on a daily basis. Teachers were expected to use data from 
exit tickets, formal and informal assessments, and student work to drive their instruction. 
Through the use of data-driven instruction, teachers were able to pinpoint where students 
struggled and where they exceled. This allowed teachers to differentiate to better meet the needs 
of the students and to create individualized plans for those that needed extra help. For students 
that were showing mastery, their teachers were able to push them further to the next level. 
Weekly meetings were held to determine if the school was on track to meet AMO’s (annual 
measurable objectives) for the school year. If not, the team was able to put a plan in place to help 
get students back on track to meeting them.  
 From the beginning, Dr. Joiner stressed the importance of tracking data and using data to 
drive instruction. She felt it was important for teachers, students, parents, and anyone else 
involved in the turnaround to see the data. “If they did know what the data looked like, how 
could they work towards changing it?” She was very transparent with the data at the beginning of 
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the turnaround, and eight years later, Dr. Joiner continues to be transparent with the data, even 
taking on the nickname “Data Kitty.” She believes the reason she was asked to lead is because 
the dismal data needed changing.  
Focused assessment (RTI) 
 To help students prepare for the state assessment, Dr. Joiner and her team put together 
state assessment focus plans for students and made focused assessments a priority. Assessments 
were incorporated into everyday learning in numerous ways. Teachers assessed students: on 
basic skills to find their deficits; daily to see if they were mastering objectives in class; and 
weekly to monitor their progress. They reported the data every three weeks. From those reports, 
focus plans were created. These focus plans are three weeks of intensive learning to help students 
“master the state assessment, not just pass.” A sample focus plan showed the structure included 
informal assessments such as an exit ticket, mock state assessments, independent reading and 
writing, and small group work sessions. Teachers were able to address the needs of students who 
were working below their grade level and struggling in various subjects. With the focused 
assessment, Dr. Joiner and her team were able to incorporate and monitor a student’s response to 
the interventions put in place.  
 Response to intervention, also known as RTI, is a multi-tiered approach to identifying 
and supporting students with learning and behavior needs. Dr. Joiner felt that she created a very 
well-structured RTI program for the students who were working below grade level at Bright 
Prep. She created focus plans that concentrated on closing students’ skill gaps in various 
subjects:  
They talk about focus studies and focus study was you come in and the first four weeks 
you figure out where your kids are. We still do it. And then the strategy was okay, we've 
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got kids who are behind, so that’s what we call. Some people call it a skinny block. But 
we stopped school. They call it RTI now. I was doing it long before RTI came along. I 
was stopping school for 45 minutes to an hour, separating kids out in groups and making 
sure that we were doing basic work with kids who needed it and doing extended work. I 
don't believe in enrichment. Enrichment is more the same. We gave extended work. If a 
kid knows something in Algebra one, take them to the next course level. And so we put 
strategies in place where we knew exactly where kids were, we started a robust after 
school program. We started a tutoring program. I brought interventionist in. At that time, 
Gear Up worked with me quite closely and they started with me when I came in and my 
6th, 7th grade and so they stayed with me through those years where they bring me in 
classroom assistants to help teach math and ELA. And So it was really an intensive and 
intrusive intervention.  
RTI had been mandated by the state, but Dr. Joiner was providing interventions to students 
before the mandates were put into place. With RTI, after-school programs, and interventionists in 
place, she was able to lead the school in improving in ways some could only imagine.  
Curriculum and instruction  
 Curriculum and instruction were important components in turning around the school. 
During the short time that she and her team had to plan, Dr. Joiner knew that the curriculum and 
instruction at Bright Prep would have to change. Looking at the school’s failing scores guided 
them to addressing what the students needed when it came to what they were being taught and 
how they were learning. In Dr. Joiner’s presentation for strategies for effective change, her 
philosophy was that curriculum and instruction needed include seven components: 
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• Engage students 
• Voice of students 
• Be alive and thriving 
• Excitement in classrooms  
• Aligned with standards  
• Grouping, pairing and sharing  
• Intensive and intrusive remediation  
Dr. Joiner and her staff were able to find those seven components in a curriculum entitled Project 
Based Learning (PBL). Project Based Learning is a method of teaching where students are able 
to gain knowledge and skills by working on a project for an extended period of time. During this 
time, students may work to respond to a challenge, complex question, or a problem that needs to 
be solved. Students may investigate and collect information to come up with the answers to their 
challenge. In 2017, the students worked on a PBL with a local aquarium and water company. 
The students researched factors that impacted water quality, from the watershed to the tap. They 
were able to take field trips and work side by side with scientist. This PBL kept students engaged 
through hands-on learning and discovery as they collaborated with their peers to solve a 
problem.  
 There are many components to ensuring that the curriculum and instruction at Bright 
Prep is successful. As aforementioned, teachers use data-driven instructional strategies to guide 
instruction. Observations and feedback are imbedded in the culture of the school. To ensure that 
students are prepared for the next grade, teachers have vertical planning meetings by subjects 
across the grade levels and to discuss the integration of curriculums. There is also a large focus 
on differentiated instruction and teaching strategies to meet the needs of the lower quartile 
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students. Appendix ( ) is a sample copy of the PLC (Professional learning community) action 
template teachers at the school use to plan out teaching strategies, goal setting for students, PBL 
integration, and quality circle.  
 Dr. Joiner and her team were very strategic about the curriculum and instruction at Bright 
Prep. The school had been a failing school for three years. The curriculum and instruction had to 
change, or the school’s data would continue to be dismal. Bright Prep created a curriculum and 
instruction formula that worked for them. Though there are many different components needed 
to make it work, the school has and continues to improve.  
School morale 
 Having been a failing school for the first three years that it was open, the morale at Bright 
Prep was very low when Dr. Joiner was appointed head principal. She knew that changing the 
school cultural would be imperative to the success of the school, so Dr. Joiner was very 
deliberate about improving the morale and culture of the school. The school had monthly 
birthday celebrations to celebrate the birthdays of both students and staff. There was a WIT 
(Whatever It Takes) award given out to those showing perseverance in helping the school reach 
its goals. Incentive programs were created for attendance and behavior and teachers were able to 
nominate students for the student of the week award. Students participated in field trips to 
various places around the city and students were able to earn badges for good deeds, academics, 
behavior etc. The morale of the school has changed tremendously since the turnaround began. 
School morale was essential to Dr. Joiner, because she knew that if she as the leader did not 





 There had to be a change in the focus of the school. There could no longer be a sole focus 
only on academics. There needed to be a focus on truly meeting the needs of the students. Dr. 
Joiner and the staff decided to listen and focused on what the students wanted them to hear when 
it came to meeting their needs. The students needed the staff at Bright Prep to focus on four 
details; Relationships, rigor, expectations and self-esteem. Students felt that relationships were 
the most important. Because Bright Prep is such a small community of teachers and students, 
students felt that relationships were key.  
Ninety-seven percent of Bright Prep’s population come from low-income homes. Though 
many of these students may struggle academically, students still wanted teachers to teach rigor. 
Students wanted to be taught and they wanted the work to me meaningful. They also wanted 
teachers to have expectations for them and expect them to meet the expectations instead of 
lowering them. Students wanted the teachers to set a high mark and give them the tools to reach 
the mark. Not only did the students want the teachers to set the high mark, they wanted the 
teachers to build their self-esteem by truly believing that the students could do it and telling them 
they could do it.  
With the feedback from the students being received by the staff, some programs and 
systems were put into place that aligned with a focus on the students. A demerit and incentive 
system were put into place. This system was expected to help with behavior and provide rewards 
for students. In keeping expectations high, there was a reminder of the mission and standards of 
Bright Prep each morning over the intercom. This help to imbed in students why they were there 
every morning. Relationships were built during advisory time and through a point of need 
system. Various initiatives such as student government and community service were put into 
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place to build relationships and build self-esteem among the students. Teachers and staff wanted 
students to know that they listened to their needs and took time to focus on them. In turn the 
strategy of student focus helped contribute to the overall improvement of the school.  
Parent engagement 
 Dr. Joiner made a commitment early on in her leadership to make sure parents were 
involved with their child’s learning and with the school. She invited parents to come in among 
them, visit classrooms and learn with students. There were various programs created to involve 
parents and create a solid school parent partnership. Evening events like the school carnival and 
dinner with students and families brought parents to the school. Activities like Friday morning 
coffee and breakfast with parents were successful with bringing parents to the school during the 
day. The school has parent-teacher conferences where parents are updated on the progress of 
their child(ren) and teachers and staff leave the building and make home and neighborhood 
visits. Having the parents as an active part of the school has built stronger relationships among 
students, teachers and parents.  
Community engagement and partnership  
 Community engagement and partnerships have played a pivotal role in helping to turn 
around Bright Prep. Dr. Joiner hired an Empowerment Coordinator (EC) at the school. The EC’s 
job is to build community partnerships with businesses and organizations outside of the school. 
Mentoring programs have been created from a few of the partnerships. Bright Prep has benefited 
from partnerships with a local hospital, government agencies, the city government and a plethora 
of other local businesses. A monthly newsletter was created to keep parents, students, staff and 
the community informed on news about Bright Prep.  
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Various companies have donated funding, sent volunteers to help at the school and 
donated their time to help ensure that the vision and mission of Bright Prep is reached. One 
particular government agency has continued to be a great supporter of the school since Dr. Joiner 
became the head principals. Each year this agency has adopted various projects such as painting 
that Bright Prep has needed help with help. The agency has also sponsored robotics competitions 
at the school donated money to help Bright Prep get a new gymnasium. The school’s website 
proudly displays pictures of both. A local aquarium has also partnered with the school in the past 
for a year-long research project on water quality. Local organizations, businesses and community 
volunteers continue to support Bright Prep in various ways. Dr. Joiner is pleased to have the 
continuous support of the community and local partners.  
Strategies: Principal G 
Though Principal G believed she did not use any strategies to help improve Brookland 
middle school, evidence from the qualitative data collected shows that principal G used seven 
strategies to help improve student outcomes. Though the theme of strategies was not included in 
the original a priori themes, the theme strategies was added after reviewing and coding the 
qualitative data. Principal G’s coding chart showed the theme of strategies was her second most 
coded. In step three of leading organizational change, Kotter (2012) expressed the need to 
develop vision and strategy. Vision consist of the goal that is being worked towards and strategy 
is how the goal will be made a reality. Principal G used three strategies to make the goal of 
improving Brookland middle a reality. Those strategies were: 
1. Data-driven decisions 
2. RTI (Response to Intervention) 
3. Community partnerships  
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Though the school district had other strategies they expected Principal G to utilize, there was not 
enough evidence showing that those strategies were used.  
Student data tracking 
 Student data tracking was a strategy that Principal G and her staff used to help improve 
student outcomes at the school. Though Principal G was candid about her dislike for data, she 
and her staff used data to drive instruction for the students: 
My big faults are that I'm not really disciplined, structured and I don't like, I personally 
don't like data. I think that we overdo the data piece. And we just make it too complex 
sometimes and I just don't like it. I think back. That’s when you start separating kids from 
numbers and I just I hate that idea of the separation and tagging kids to a number instead 
of tagging kids to like a personality trait. 
Online platforms such as Mastery Connect and Easy CBM tracked students’ academic data and 
progress. Not only did they track academic data closely, Principal G and her team tracked 
behavior and attendance data. If a student was not making progress, Principal G and her team felt 
that having multiple sources of various kinds of data would allow them to pinpoint the issue and 
address it accordingly.  
 To help track data, there was also a visual data wall in one of the conference rooms at the 
school. This data wall tracked the progress of every student at the school in the subjects of Math 
and ELA. Each student had colored dots by their name in either red, green, yellow or blue. A 
legend at the bottom left corner of the board told what each color meant: Red = below, yellow= 
approaching, green= on track and blue= mastery. Because the dots were interchangeable, this 
board helped teachers see where student were in real-time. Teachers also used this information in 
weekly data meetings to monitor students’ progress.  
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 When the data showed students were chronically absent, the social worker or counselor 
worked with the student and parents to help them see the importance of being at school every 
day. For students whose behavior data showed multiple discipline referrals and or suspensions, a 
support team was opened, and the use of a behavior contract or other behavior supports, and 
strategies were put in place. By having a significant focus on tracking data, teachers were able to 
support students learning in a way that would meet the needs of the students. Although Principal 
G admittedly was not a data person, documents showed that tracking data helped improve 
student outcomes.  
RTI (response to intervention) 
 Though Principal G stated several times throughout her interview that she is “completely 
against RTI”, she and her team used RTI as one of the strategies to help improve student 
outcomes. A “plan of action” document listed the plan as to how teachers would provide 
interventions to the students in both math and reading. Time was set aside in the daily schedule 
to provide RTI to students. Depending on their reading levels, students were broken into tiered 
groups. Tier 1 students were students that were working on mastery of standards. Tier 2 students 
are those students working on the low end of their grade level or just below their grade level. 
Tier 3 students are students working far below their grade level and that are missing many basic 
skills. For interventions in reading, the teachers and interventionist used the programs I-Ready 
reading, Read 180 and Systems 44. Each tier was provided with a different program for use. Tier 
1 used I-Ready reading, tier 2 used Read 180 and tier 3 used Systems 44. Students in tier 2 
reading received bi-weekly progress monitoring, while tier 3 reading students were monitored on 
progress weekly. The document gave specific details on how teachers would pull students and 
monitor them: 
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1.  I-Ready Tier 1 Reading-our reading and ELA teachers have coordinated a method to 
use the benchmark data from #2 to use I-Ready to assist with the Tier 1 instruction 
too.  
2. Read 180-Tier 2-Pulling from Reading Class each day-bi-weekly Easy CBM progress 
monitoring.  
3. Systems 44-Tier 3-Pulling from smaller group and working with interventionist-
weekly easy CBM 
 Students were also placed into tiered groups for RTI math. Benchmark data was used to 
determine which tiered group each student was placed in. I-Ready math was used for all tiers of 
math intervention, while the online learning platform, IXL was used for practice of the skills. 
The plan of action document gave details on how math groups would provide RTI for students: 
1.  Tier 2 math pulled from Tier 1 Reading daily 
2. We have/will overlay benchmark data with the second I-Ready data results to ensure 
appropriate data placement 
3. Assigning IXL when we identify a student needs more practice with a specific skill 
that will facilitate standards mastery 
4. Twice a week our regular math classes have students work on skills/standards using I-
Ready MyPath groupings. 
Principal G also had teachers implement an intervention piece that she called Rise up for the top 
tier students: 
And then we have a rise up group. So like the top tier kids who don't necessarily need to 
be with the guided reading teacher, their broken off in their guided reading classes to go 
to rise up which is like a broken down version of guided reading. So guided reading is 
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made up of three parts. There are three different teachers that teach those three different 
parts and then they rotate every fifteen minutes. So it's the intense intervention but not 
intervention to hit the low, intervention to hit the high. Because everybody is in that area, 
but you do have those high kids that, we're not going to show any growth there too right. 
So we're a growths school. We gotta meet everybody where they're at and try to move 
them up. That was our huge strategy. It still is. Our second year going it, that was our 
really big strategy. Well, first year we had the guided reading we didn't have the rise up 
piece.  
Looking back at the qualitative data collected, RTI played a large part in improving 
student outcomes. Teachers monitored student’s progress closely and adjusted the interventions 
according to student needs. They focused on the benchmark and I-Ready assessments to compare 
and contrast groupings to ensure they were appropriately addressing student needs. Though 
Principal G was adamant that she was against RTI, the team at Brookland Middle school had put 
together a clear plan to implement it at the school.  
Community partnership  
 There were many community partnerships created with Brookland Middle school. 
Principal G leveraged community partnerships to help with the needs of the school in many 
different areas. Some of the local businesses that the school worked with were: Office Depot, a 
local Rotary Club, a local foodbank and an automobile company. These partnerships not only 
helped meet the needs of the students in the school, but they met the needs of people in the 
surrounding communities as well.  
 Office Depot helped by donating school supplies for students and teachers at the school. 
Students received pencils, pens, paper, notebooks and other supplies to help them be successful 
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during the school year. While teachers received post-it notes, staplers and other office supplies 
they could put to use. The foodbank helped both the students and the community. The school 
was able to set up a food pantry for the students and their families and for the surrounding 
community. Principal G and her team worked with the foodbank on a monthly basis to hand out 
food to those in need the on the first Wednesday of each month. Families could come and get 
food for their families with no questions asked.  
The local Rotary club donated money and time to help with various projects around the 
school. The most recent project that was completed was a reading room in the library. The 
reading room looked like a castle, with the entrance being a draw-bridge. On the inside, there 
were sitting areas for students to sit and read, end tables and lamps to give the reading room a 
very comfortable feel. The name of the school mascot was written on the wall in the large, blue 
old English letters and bookshelves scattered sporadically around the room.  
 The most prominent well-known partnership the school has is that of a popular car 
company. Principal G wrote a grant during her first year as principal and won. The school is the 
only school that has it’s on e-lab. The automobile company has sent an on-site representative to 
work with the students and teachers each year. The rep teaches the students about technology, 
how to create various kinds of technology, run a business and many other skills. Principal G is 
most proud of this partnership because of the life skills that the students are able to learn.  
 Principal G used three strategies to help improve the outcomes of students at Brookland 
Middle school. RTI, student data tracking and community partnerships. The use of RTI and 
student data tracking helped staff pinpoint the deficits of the students so that instruction could be 
adjusted to meet the student needs. Community partnerships helped fill in the gaps by providing 
the needs of the students with food, supplies, monetarily and man-power.  
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Similarities and Differences in Change Strategies 
 Dr. Joiner and Principal G’s main goal was to improve their failing schools. They both 
used specific strategies they felt would help with improvement efforts at their school. Though 
similar in population, demographic and both failing, principal leadership was different at each 
school. Dr. Joiner, who had more experience in education and as being a principal, seemed to be 
very strategic with the decisions she made. Principal G, who had much less experience than Dr. 
Joiner was more lax when it came to turning around Brookland Middle. Experience in the use of 
strategies and amount of experience as a principal may have played a part in the strategies used 
by the principals and the number of strategies used.  
Similarities in change strategies 
 Between Dr. Joiner and Principal G, there were a total of ten strategies used. Only three 
of those ten strategies were implemented by both principals. The three strategies that were used 
by both principals were: 
1. Using student data 
2. RTI 
3. Community Partnerships  
The use of student data was a strategy that was used at both schools. Dr. Joiner and 
Principal G tracked various kinds of student data at their schools. Both schools contained a room 
with a student data wall. The data on the data wall informed the principals and teachers of each 
student’s mastery levels in the core subject areas of Math, ELA, Science and Social Studies. The 
mastery levels could be adjusted as student mastery levels changed. Teachers used this 
information to adjust their instruction to meet the needs of individual students. Plan of Action 
templates collected from Brookland Middle School provided evidence of how teachers planned 
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to adjust their instruction. Lesson plans collected from Bright Prep, showed how teachers 
incorporated differentiation into their lessons to meet the needs of students. At both school’s 
benchmark data from the students were used to ensure students were in the correct learning 
groups in order for them to make progress.  
Both Principals used RTI as a strategy in their school because of state mandates. All 
schools in the state were mandated to use Response to Intervention to help close the learning 
gaps between students. Each Principal and staff had their own way of providing interventions to 
their students. At Bright Prep, focused plans were created for each student, followed by a 
focused assessment piece. A tutoring program was also put in place for students that needed 
more help. Teachers at Brookland Middle School went a similar route and created plans of action 
to meet student needs. Documents show that the plans of actions were specific as to what 
standard was being taught and how teachers would remediate if students did not reach mastery. 
Time was set aside each day for teachers and interventionist to work with students on their 
deficiencies. Programs such as Read 180 and I-Ready were used for intervention for math and 
reading. Though each school used the strategy of RTI, they made it so that RTI met the 
individual needs of the students at their school.  
Community partnerships were created by both principals to help with meeting the needs 
of the students. These community partnerships served their purpose in various ways. At Bright 
Prep a mentoring program was created. The partnership with a local government agency helped 
the school get a new gymnasium, participate in robotics competitions and they helped make the 
school look more presentable when they painted. A local aquarium helped Bright Prep complete 
research projects on water quality. The community partnerships at Brookland Middle School 
helped to provide food for the students, their families and surrounding communities. A reading 
 146 
room was created for the students in the library and school supplies were provided for the 
students and teachers. They continue to have ongoing support for the students from an 
automobile company. 
Differences in change strategies 
 When it came to turning around their schools, of the two principals in this research study, 
qualitative data collected during the study showed Dr. Joiner used the most strategies during her 
turnaround efforts. Evidence showed that she used 10 strategies to help turn around Bright Prep, 
while Principal G only used three. Of the ten strategies used by Dr. Joiner, only three of those ten 
were similar or the same strategies as Principal G. The seven strategies Dr. Joiner used that 
differed from Principal G were:  
1. Set clear goals & expectations 
2. Shared decision-making 
3. Invest in faculty 
4. Curriculum maps 
5. School morale  
6. Student focus 
7. Parent engagement 
Qualitative evidence collected shows Dr. Joiner consistently used these seven strategies each 
year of the turnaround, unlike Principal G, who was not consistent in using strategies to improve 
the school. Dr. Joiner began the turnaround by first setting clear goals and expectations. She and 
her team then decided what they would do to reach the goals and expectations that had been 
established. Once Dr. Joiner had set clear goal and expectations, she and her team used a shared 
decision-making model to improve the school. As the leader of the school, Dr. Joiner knew that 
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she could not turn around the school all on her own and that it was important to listen to the ideas 
of others and build leaders within the school to help improve student outcomes. She and her team 
did this by making an investment in the faculty and providing professional development for them 
continuously throughout the school year.  
  Being that the school data was in dire need of improvement, morale among the students 
and staff was low. The team decided to focus on improving school morale and getting parents 
involved at the school. With a large focus on data, curriculum maps were created, and the team 
decided to have a large student focus. Each of these strategies supported another to help with the 
improvement of the schools. By Dr. Joiner setting expectations in the beginning, the team was 
able to decide what strategies they felt would be beneficial in improving the school. In her 8th 
year as principal, Dr. Joiner and her team continue to use these strategies to make great strides 
each year. 
The various strategies used by the two principals in this study help to bring change to 
their failing schools. Though only three strategies were common between the two of them, they 
were strategies that helped improve the outcomes of their schools. The more experienced 
principal in this study used 10 strategies, while the less experienced principal used only three. 
The third step in Kotter’s change model is to develop vision and strategy. The strategies used by 
the principals that were discussed in this section supported the third step, develop vision and 
strategy, in the Kotter’s change model. Evidence from the data collected shows that Dr. Joiner 
was very consistent in using various strategies from year to year, while the evidence collected 
from Principal G, shows that the strategies were not consistently implemented every year that 
she had been principal. This explains why growth was consistent each year at Bright Prep, while 
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Brookland Middle school struggled to maintain growth in each subject area. Overall, the 
strategies used were meant to help with the improvement efforts at each school.  
Summary of Analysis of Research Question Two 
This section analyzed the study’s qualitative data through the lens of the second 
research question: 
2. What are the similarities and differences in change strategies used by urban middle 
school turnaround principals to turn around a failing school? 
Because this is a comparative analysis question, the strategies used by both principals in this 
study were examined in this section. This question was answered through the analysis of 
principal interview responses and the examination of qualitative data collected during the data 
collection process. Principal responses were coded and sorted into the same a priori themes that 
were detailed in question one: establish a sense of urgency, build the guiding team, develop 
vision and strategy, communicate the change vision for buy-in, empower others to act, create 
short-term wins, don’t let up, and institutionalizing new approaches. The additional theme of 
strategies was added after a closer examination of the qualitative data.  
The second question in this research study focused on the similarities and differences in 
strategy’s Dr. Joiner and Principal G made use of to improve their failing school. Both principals 
used multiple strategies to help with the improvement of their data. Dr. Joiner employed 10 
strategies to help improve her school, while Principal G utilized only three. The three strategies 
utilized by Principal G were also utilized by Dr. Joiner. Those three strategies were: the use of 
student data, RTI/ focused assessment and community partnerships. There were seven more 
strategies employed by Dr. Joiner: set clear goals and expectations, shared decision-making, 
invest in faculty, curriculum maps, school morale, student focus and parent engagement. While 
 149 
there were a few similarities in the strategies used by both principals, there were more 
differences. Dr. Joiner, who is more experienced as an educator, used more strategies and has 
been able to maintain the successes of the school for eight years. Principal G, who is a less 
experienced principal, used only three strategies and has struggled with maintaining the success 
of the school from year to year. The similarities in the three strategies used by both principals 
helped to solidify the value of them in school improvement efforts.  
Summary of Case 1: Bright Prep 
 This within case analysis of Bright Prep Academy provided a rich and descriptive 
account of the Dr. Joiner’s leadership and her improvement efforts at Bight Prep through the lens 
of Kotter’s leading change model. The 8 steps in Kotter’s model were: establishing a sense of 
urgency, creating the guiding coalition, develop a vision and strategy, communicate vision for 
buy-in, empower others to act, create short-term wins, don’t let up and create a new culture. The 
additional theme of strategies will be analyzed when answering question two, as it is not part of 
Kotter’s steps in leading organizational change. The qualitative data that were discussed in the 
literature review through how the principal perceived she brought about change to turn around a 
failing school. Details of the steps in Kotter’s leading change model are outlined in the review of 
literature, while specific details of how Dr. Joiner used those steps to turn around Bright Prep are 
disclosed in this within case analysis.  
 Dr. Joiner used each of the steps outlined in Kotter’s leading change model. She played 
an integral part in the improvement of the school and saving it from closure. Because of her past 
experience in leading schools, she made clear what needed to be done, what the vision was and 
how the vision would be achieved. Dr. Joiner came in and created a sense of urgency among the 
teachers, students, staff and community. By being transparent with what the school data was and 
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what would happen if the data did not improve, she was able to get others on board to work 
towards the improvement of the school. Her role as the school leader led to improving student 
academic outcomes and improving behavior. She was able to build a guiding team by getting 
teachers, staff, students, parents and the community on board with the changes that were being 
made to improve the school. Dr. Joiner was sure to make the vision for the school clear so that 
others could understand. She communicated this vision to all involved parties, including 
students. Others were empowered to act when she removed cultural barriers by providing culture 
responsiveness training for teachers. Short-term goals were created and reached. Dr. Joiner kept 
up the sense of urgency and created new traditions and a new culture at Bright Prep. Eight years 
later, the school continues to receive awards and thrive.  
 Evidence from data collected showed that Dr. Joiner used 10 specific strategies for 
turning around the school. The strategies identified were: set clear goals and expectations, shared 
decision-making, invest in faculty, data-driven decisions, focused assessment (RTI), community 
engagement and partnerships, curriculum maps, school morale, student focus and parent 
engagement. Documents and evidence from Dr. Joiner’s interview detailed how she and her team 
used these strategies to help turnaround Bright Prep.  
 Qualitative date collected, provided evidence that Kotter’s leading change steps, in 
addition to various strategies were utilized to turn around Bright Prep Academy. Though Dr. 
Joiner’s perception is that she did not use a specific framework or utilize a pre-organized plan to 
improve Bright Prep, this with-in case analysis provides evidence that all of Kotter’s leading 
change steps were utilized to improve the school. Furthermore, data collected shows that Dr. 
Joiner and her team used specific strategies to address various areas that needed to be improved. 
The within case analysis of Bright Prep Academy provided details of how Dr. Joiner perceived 
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she brought about change to turnaround a failing school within the Kotter’s leading change 
model. This within case analysis of Bright Prep Academy detailed how Dr. Joiner used Kotter’s 
leading change model and various strategies to lead change in a once failing school.  
Summary of Case 2: Brookland Middle School  
 This within case analysis of Brookland Middle School provided a descriptive account of 
the Principal G’s perception of how she felt she brought change to turn around a failing school 
and the strategies that were implemented to improve the school. Her improvement efforts were 
looked at through the lens of Kotter’s leading change model. The steps in Kotter’s change model 
are establishing a sense of urgency, creating the guiding coalition, develop a vision and strategy, 
communicate vision for buy-in, empower others to act, create short-term wins, don’t let up and 
create a new culture. The additional theme of strategies was analyzed when answering question 
two, as it is not part of Kotter’s steps in leading organizational change. Details as to how and if 
Principal G employed Kotter’s steps while leading change in her school were detailed. 
 There was not enough evidence to support that Principal G executed each of the steps in 
Kotter’s leading change model. Though there was effort in some areas, all of the steps in Kotter’s 
leading change model were not utilized. Principal G did put forth effort with some strategies 
such as community partnerships, RTI and using student data, but the evidence does not support 
that she used the strategies given to her by the school district. This was Principal G’s first 
experience as a head principal and turning around a school. She used her past experience as an 
assistant principal and a teacher to make the decisions that she made.  
 Principal G perceived that she improved the school by not focusing one hundred percent 
on academics, but by focusing on the students learning other skills. These skills included running 
a business, learning how to use technology and creating shirts. She was adamant about not liking 
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data and being against RTI, but she used data to track student mastery and had time set aside in 
the daily schedule to provide RTI for the students. As a leader, she felt that she could change the 
culture by having a culture of open voice, where they could come to her for anything. Brookland 
Middle School’s within case analysis outlined how Principal G perceived she brought about 
change at Brookland Middle School and the strategies employed to improve the school.  
Cross-Case Findings of Case 1 and Case 2 
 In the following section, I will discuss the cross-case findings of Bright Prep Academy 
and Brookland Middle School and continue to answer the two research questions guiding this 
research.  
1.  How do successful turnaround principals in urban middle schools perceive they 
brought about change to turnaround a failing middle school? 
2. What are the similarities and differences in change strategies used by urban middle 
school principals to turnaround a failing school? 
A cross-case analysis was conducted of Bright Prep Academy and Brookland Middle School to 
ensure confidentiality of the participants in this study. To ensure trustworthiness, triangulation of 
the data sources (interviews, observations, documents) are included in the findings. A summary 
of the similarities and differences between the two cases is discussed. This section will also 
detail the differences and similarities in how each principal perceived they improved their failing 
school and the strategies they used.  
Cross-Case Findings of Research Question One 
 This section examines the data of Bright Prep and Brookland Middle School through the 
lens of the first research question: 
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1.  How do successful turnaround principals in urban middle schools perceive they 
brought about change to turn around a failing middle school? 
In this summary of the cross-case findings, the analysis of interviews, observations, and 
documents is included. An overall case study database was created and analyzed using the same 
qualitative data from the with-in case analyses. This data was examined to establish whether or 
not each case was akin or dissimilar. Table 2 offers a comparison of both principal’s perspectives 
of how they perceive they brought change to turn around a failing middle school based on 
Kotter’s leading change model. The table is based on evidence of each principal utilizing 





Perceptions of Bringing About Change through the lens of Kotter’s Change Model 
Step Dr. Joiner Principal G 
#1 Establishing a sense of urgency  
#2 Forming a powerful guiding coalition Forming a powerful guiding coalition 
#3 Creating a vision and strategy  
#4 Communicating the vision for buy-in  
#5 Empowering others to act Empowering others to act 
#6 Planning for and creating short-term 
wins 
Planning for and creating short-term 
wins 
#7 Consolidating improvements and 
producing more change 
 
#8 Institutionalizing new approaches Institutionalizing new approaches 






In turning around their schools, there was evidence collected that both principals utilized 
Kotter’s steps when turning around their failing school. Though only one principal employed all 
steps in Kotter’s leading change model, there were four common steps used by both principals: 
build the guiding team, empower others to act, create short-term wins and institutionalizing new 
approaches.  
After further analysis of the data collected, I found the shared perception between Dr. 
Joiner and Principal G in their use of Kotter’s leading change steps was building a guiding team. 
Both principals focused on building a guiding team to turnaround their failing schools. Because 
the teachers work directly with the students, it was important that both principals had people 
working with them that bought into the vision of turning around their perspective school. Neither 
principal was able to build her guiding team during her first year as principal. For Dr. Joiner 
there were time constraints. She was appointed to be principal at Bright Prep only a few weeks 
before the start of school, forcing her to work with the staff that was already in place. Principal G 
also worked with the staff that was already in place at the school, including the assistant 
principal that worked under the previous school leader.  After their first year as principal in their 
schools, each principal was able to build the team needed to make a difference in student 
outcomes. After her first year as principal, only 14 of the 28 teachers returned to work with Dr. 
Joiner. While some teachers opted to leave, Dr. Joiner applied for and won a transformation 
grant, allowing her to force all of the teachers at the school to re-apply for their job. By doing 
this, she was able to replace of teachers and staff she felt did not benefit the school. For Principal 
G, teachers that did not want to continue to work at the school opted to quit. By her fourth year, 
Principal G was on her third assistant principal, but she had sustained many of the teachers she 
hired after her first year leading the school.  Dr. Joiner and Principal G understood the 
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importance of having a guiding coalition during the turnaround efforts. Both principals built 
solid teams that helped them improve student outcomes and to avoid having their schools shut 
down. 
The shared perspective of empowering others to act was also prevalent during data 
analysis. Dr. Joiner and Principal G worked on removing barriers for their staff to ensure they 
were able to work towards the vision.  Dr. Joiner empowered her staff by providing professional 
development to help her staff build capacity and helped them see the benefits of being reflective 
in their teaching practice. Principal G worked with principals at feeder schools to create plans for 
teachers teaching students who were working below grade level.  She also created programs 
where students could work on learning various skills and not just academics. Both principals 
were able to get support from teachers, students and parents with the changes that were 
happening at their schools. The students and parents at Bright Prep were relieved to see 
improvements. At Brookland Middle School, the students began to show pride in their school 
and the parents became more and more involved. Dr. Joiner and Principal G expressed the need 
to continue to focus on areas that needed changing at their schools and empowered their staff to 
focus on those changes.  
Short-term wins were achieved at both schools. At Brookland Middle school being a 
growth school, Principal G and her staff saw student achievement growth in both ELA and math.  
Her first year the school had a large focus on ELA and the student scores increased from 7.5% to 
9.5%. Scores in math increased from 5% to 11%. This short-term win helped remove Brookland 
Middle school from the state closure list.  Bright Prep saw short-term wins in reading and math 
also. Only 13.8% of students were proficient when Dr. Joiner became principal. The students 
have been able to maintain at least 37% or more on grade level or above in math and 35% or 
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more in ELA. These short-terms wins helped propel the school’s achievements each year and 
were a determining factor in whether not the schools would be taken over by the state or close.  
Anchoring new approaches in the culture can be difficult, but the principals in this study 
were able to create new norms at their schools. Principal G did this by partnering with a car 
company to create an e-lab where students could learn new skills and way to run a business. 
Skills based learning became one of the new norms at Brookland Middle. Dr. Joiner created 
building level expectations and built a family among her staff as to hold one another accountable 
in obliging to the new norms. Though their ways of institutionalizing new approaches their foci 
were different,  their feelings were that they needed to create a new culture and institutionalize 
new approaches in order to change their schools.  
The biggest difference in how each principal perceived they brought about change to turn 
around their failing schools was the utilization of the all the steps through the lens of Kotter’s 
leading change model. Dr. Joiner utilized all eight of the steps in Kotter’s model, while Principal 
G only used five; leaving out the steps of establish a sense of urgency, develop vision and 
strategy and don’t let up. Both principals’, though turning around a failing school, had vast 
differences in principal experience. Dr. Joiner, the principal with the most experience used all of 
Kotter’s steps, while Principal G, the principal with the least experience used the least number of 
Kotter’s steps. Dr. Joiner had previous experience turning around a failing school and her career 
in education spanned 30 plus years. Principal G had been in education for 9 years when she 
became a principal and Brookland Middle School was her first effort as a head principal and 
leading school turnaround. Both principals described the actions they took to turnaround their 
failing school as necessary to help improve student outcomes. They explained their hardships, 
what they felt was most important and the need to improve the student data. Dr. Joiner had the 
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autonomy to do whatever needed to be done to improve Bright Prep, while Principal G had some 
autonomy to do things her way, she was mostly bound by what the district and state wanted her 
to do. Dr. Joiner began her tenure as principal by establishing a sense of urgency and developing 
a vision and strategy. The urgency informed those working with her how important it was for 
them to do the work of turning around the school. The vision and strategy allowed them to see 
the goals they were working towards and how they would get there. Principal G did not 
implement these two steps. She just wanted to improve the school. Over the past eight years, Dr. 
Joiner and her staff have not let up on implementing the initiatives that have been put into place 
at the school. Because of this, the school continues to excel winning numerous awards and being 
named an award school for several years. Principal G did not utilize the step of don’t let up in 
implementing the various initiatives at Brookland Middle. Each year she led her staff in trying 
new initiatives. The data showed that from year to year the only consistent initiative at 
Brookland Middle was the E-Lab and culture building within the school. Though improvements 
were seen at the school, the consistent exceling seen at Bright Prep was not seen at Brookland 
middle. There were many similarities and differences among Dr. Joiner and Principal G in how 
they perceived they brought change to turn around their failing school, which added to the 
strength of the study’s findings. 
Cross Case Findings of Research Question Two  
 The following section examines the qualitative data from Bright Prep and Brookland 
Middle School through the lens of the second research question: 
2.  What are the similarities and difference in change strategies used by urban middle 
school turnaround principals to turn around a failing school?  
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In this section, the combined qualitative principal data from interviews, observations and 
documents were analyzed to detail a summary of cross-case findings based on the actions each 
principal took to improve their failing schools. The cross-case findings of the second research 
question involved the strategies the principals used. The findings showed there were very few 
similarities when it came to approaches used by both principals to turn their failing schools 
around. The comparison of the strategies used by Dr. Joiner and Principal G can be found in 
Table 3. The rankings are not in any particular order but are based on the strategies each 
principal used. 
Dr. Joiner employed ten strategies to turn around Bright Prep, while Principal G 
employed only three strategies to turnaround Brookland Middle school. The data collected shows 
that Dr. Joiner employed seven more strategies than Principal G. With the use of seven more 
strategies, the school has been able to show continued success throughout Dr. Joiner’s eight 
years as the principal at Bright Prep. The school has received a plethora of awards for its 
academic successes and has been named a reward school for consecutive years. The strategies 
Principal G employed did not render the same results for her school. Dr. Joiner was strategic in 
the strategies she utilized to improve the outcomes at Bright Prep. Those strategies had foci in 
multiple areas including academics, students, community, parents, remediation/ RTI, goals and 
expectations, tracking student data, school morale, and shared decision-making. Principal G’s 
three foci were related to tracking student data, partnerships in the community, and 
remediation/RTI.  
Dr. Joiner chose to use multiple strategies that would help solve the various challenges in 




Strategies Utilized by Principals to Turn Around a Failing School 
Strategy Number  Dr. Joiner Principal G 
#1 Set clear goals & expectations  
#2 Shared decision-making  
#3 Invest in faculty  
#4 Data-driven decisions Student Data Tracking 
#5 Focused assessment (RTI) RTI 
#6 Curriculum maps  
#7 School morale  
#8 Student focus  
#9 Parent engagement  
#10 Community engagement and 
partnerships 
Community Partnerships 
Note. The table is based on the strategies each principal used.   
   
 
 
needed to improve, Dr. Joiner and her team had to use multiple strategies to address the multiple 
issues that the school faced. For example, Dr. Joiner and her team focused on improving the 
school morale because the staff were apathetic. Each month they had birthday celebrations for 
the students and the staff, had incentive awards for attendance and discipline, teachers and 
students were able to earn badges and earn the Whatever It Takes award. Investing in faculty and 
providing professional development for the teachers and staff throughout the school year was a 
top priority and a strategy used to improve the outcomes of the students. While the combined 
qualitative data showed that Dr. Joiner and her team used multiple strategies to improve the 
school in numerous areas during her tenure, data shows that Principal G took a different route 
only focusing on three areas. This was perhaps the largest difference in the principals’ use of 
strategies to improve their schools.  
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Though there were many differences in the number of strategies used to improve their 
schools and what strategies they used, there were three similarities in strategies that were 
common between both principals. Both principals employed the strategies of remediation/RTI, 
the use of tracking student data, and creating community partnerships. The combined qualitative 
data collected showed that these three strategies were the only strategies used by Principal G to 
help improve the outcomes at her school. Both Dr. Joiner and Principal G used data tracking to 
track the progress of their students. This strategy allowed teachers to know where each student 
was academically and how they needed to adjust their lessons to meet the student’s needs. Dr. 
Joiner and her staff took tracking a step further and also tracked student discipline data at Bright 
Prep. Along with tracking student data, both principals implemented RTI in their schools. 
Although Principal G expressed her dislike in having to implement RTI at Brookland Middle 
School, she was mandated by the state to implement it. RTI or response to intervention provided 
interventions for students who were not meeting state standards. As her school was in jeopardy 
of closing because of low scores, the strategy might be beneficial. Dr. Joiner and her team were 
very strategic in implementing RTI at Bright Prep. Individualized plans were created for students 
and included benchmark testing and data tracking to monitor student progress. Community 
partnerships is the last strategy implemented by both principals in an effort to turn around their 
failing schools. Both principals created partnerships with businesses in the community to benefit 
the school. Principal G engaged with the community by having a monthly food pantry where the 
school gave out food and other necessities to families in the community. Dr. Joiner created 
community partnerships that allowed for volunteers to come into the school and the students to 
gain various experiences outside of the school. These on-going partnerships with businesses 
provided supplies for students, helped the school make improvements, and provided experiences 
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that otherwise students would not have had. The similarities both principals employed further 
validated the overall study findings.  
The findings of this study show that Dr. Joiner was able to maintain higher test scores in 
student achievement while Principal G’s school regressed back to having a low-achievement 
status during her fourth year. Each principal was charged with making decisions to help 
turnaround their schools. Different decisions produced different outcomes at both schools. The 
study also showed that a positive change in school culture makes a difference. The principal at 
Bright Prep focused on culture and saw great gains. Principal G however did not focus on 
improving the culture at Brookland Middle and was unable to maintain the gains the students 
initially made. The last finding the study revealed is that Kotter’s leading organizational change 
model is most effective when used in its entirety. Again Bright Prep saw better student outcomes 
than Brookland Middle school. Dr. Joiner utilized the model in sequence and in its entirety, 
Principal G failed to do the same.   
Chapter 4 detailed the within-case analyses of Bright Prep Academy and Brookland 
Middle School and a summary of the cross-case findings between the two cases was shared. The 
cross-case findings detailed the similarities and differences found between the two cases. Both 
principals employed strategies they felt would work best in meeting the needs of their students to 
improve their school. Chapter 5 will outline the discussions and implications of the study on how 
turnaround principals in urban middle schools perceived they brought about change to a failing 







DISCUSSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 This chapter includes a discussion of major findings as related to the perceptions of 
turnaround principals in urban middle schools, how they turned the school around, and the 
strategies they used. There have been multiple studies conducted on turnaround schools in urban 
settings and turnaround principals (Tingle, Corrales & Peters, 2019; Meyers & Hitt, 2018; Green, 
2015; Villavicencio & Grayman, 2012; Peck & Reitzug, 2012; Duke & Jacobson, 2011; Fullan, 
2008; Hess & Gift, 2008). There have also been a few studies on the actions turnaround 
principals have taken to try to improve a failing school (Meyers & Hitt, 2017; Brown, 2016). 
However, there have been no studies conducted on how principals perceive they turned around a 
failing school and the strategies they used to improve the school.  
The purpose of this multi-site, qualitative case study was to investigate the perspectives 
of successful turnaround urban middle school principals and the strategies they used to improve a 
failing urban middle school in the state of Tennessee. This study examined urban middle school 
turnaround principals who turned around schools performing below the Tennessee state’s 
standards, specifically schools that had sustained the turnaround success over time.  Within the 
schools, this research examined school principals’ perspectives of how they perceived they 
brought about change.  A study of specific strategies helped pinpoint actions that each 
turnaround principal in the study implemented to improve the failing school. This, in turn, 
allowed me to look for similarities and differences among the principals’ actions.  Urban 
turnaround principals were studied with the intention of gaining an understanding of how 
turnaround principals in urban areas can successfully improve failing schools. This study utilized 
a multiple case-study method to answer the following research questions: 
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3. How do successful turnaround principals in urban middle schools perceive they 
brought about change in a failing school? 
4. What are the differential change strategies used by urban middle school turnaround 
principals to turn around a failing school? 
This multi-site case study sought to answer the two research questions though the lens of 
Kotter’s leading change process. Each principal’s change efforts were categorized into eight a 
priori actions from Kotter’s leading change process:   
1. Establishing a sense of urgency; 
2. Forming a powerful guiding coalition; 
3. Creating a vision and strategy; 
4. Communicating the vision for buy-in; 
5. Empowering others to act on the vision; 
6. Planning for and creating short-term wins; 
7. Consolidating improvements and producing still more change; 
8. Institutionalizing new approaches (Kotter, 1995). 
Each principal’s perspective on how they brought about change to turn around their failing 
school was analyzed using Kotter’s leading change process and the data collected on the 
strategies the principals used was also analyzed.  
 Dr. Joiner and Principal G. each utilized parts of Kotter’s leading change process as they 
worked to improve student outcomes in academics and discipline at their schools. In table 4, an 
overall list of the steps each principal used from Kotter’s leading change process is found. The 
list is based on the steps in the process that each principal perceived they utilized to turn around 
their failing school. Table 4 also shows that Dr. Joiner employed all eight of the steps in Kotter’s 
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leading change process and displays the four steps in Kotter’s process that Principal G utilized to 
help with turning around Brookland Middle school. Both principals had in common the use of 
four steps in Kotter’s process. The steps both principals utilized were: 
Step 2:  Creating the guiding coalition 
Step 5:  Empowering employees to act on the vision 
Step 6:  Planning for and creating short-term wins 
Step 8:  Institutionalizing new approaches  
This chapter will include a discussion of the findings and the implications of this study. The 





Perceptions of Bringing About Change through the lens of Kotter’s Change Process 
Step Dr. Joiner Principal G 
#1 Establishing a sense of urgency  
#2 Creating the guiding coalition Creating the guiding coalition 
#3 Developing vision and strategy  
#4 Communicating the change vision  
#5 Empowering employees for broad-
based action  
Empowering employees for broad-based 
action 
#6 Generating short-term wins Generating short-term wins 
#7 Consolidating gains and producing 
more change  
 
#8 Anchoring  new approaches in the 
culture 
Anchoring new approaches in the 
culture 






The next section discusses the findings in detail in relation to this study’s review of literature.   
Discussion 
The findings of this study contributed to the field of research in principal leadership, 
specifically how principals perceived they turned around a failing urban middle school through 
the lens of Kotter’s leading organizational change model and the strategies they used. Through 
Kotter’s lens, this study found the role of the principal and the decisions they make to be 
important in school improvement and critical to student outcomes. This study also found that a 
focus and change in school culture/climate during the improvement efforts is important and 
when using Kotter’s leading change model, it should be used in sequence and in its entirety. 
Because there was such a vast difference in the student outcomes between the two schools, an 
expanded version of Kotter’s leading organizational change model is also presented. This 
expanded model was created in hopes to gain a better understanding of  the relation between the 
outcomes of using Kotter’s model paired with several strategies in comparison to the model not 
paired with strategies.   
Throughout this study, both principals made decisions about what to do in order to bring 
change to their schools. Every decision made was critical to the outcomes of the students and to 
the improvement of the school. Barber, Whelan, and Clark (2010) argue the importance of 
principal leadership in regard to increased levels of student achievement, thus also showing the 
importance of their decisions. This study showed that the decisions made by turnaround 
principals are imperative to the school’s improvement. Decisions made by turnaround principals 
are to be guided by the vision set by the principal and needs of the school. A 2010 study 
conducted by Duke & Salmonwicz considered decisions made by an urban school turnaround 
principal. Their study showed that in most cases there were few criteria for determining the 
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correct decision and principals had to rely on their own judgement in their decision-making. 
Both Dr. Joiner and Principal G also had to rely on her own decision-making when determining 
what to do to bring change to their school.  One of the most difficult decisions the principals had 
to make was the decision of what to focus on to improve the schools, as there was a long list of 
items that needed improvement. While the principals in this study both chose to focus on 
different areas to improve their schools, the principal who worked on improving multiple areas 
saw the most improvement.  
Dr. Joiner and Principal G were given autonomy to make change decisions and use 
change strategies they felt would best meet the individual needs of their school. Seminal studies 
that looked at decisions made by principals (Duke & Salmonowicz, 2010; Thielman, 2012; Klar 
& Brewer, 2014) found that the decisions of the principals directly affect the outcomes of 
students. This study helped to substantiate that finding. As stated in the literature, the process of 
changing low-performing schools into high-performing schools varies in each undertaking 
because of the individual needs of each school. Dr. Joiner made the decision to first view the 
student data at Bright Prep, to gain a full understanding of what steps to take. She then created a 
sense of urgency among her staff and students to help get everyone in line with the new vision of 
the school. The decisions made by Principal G once she was appointed as principal were in 
contrast to Dr. Joiner’s actions. Because of her dislike for data, Principal G did not examine the 
data and she did not create a sense of urgency among her staff and students. Instead she chose to 
focus on building relationships and trying to make sure everyone was happy.   
 The contrast in decisions related to change made by the principals shows a different 
outcome in the data at both schools. For the past eight years, since the 2012-2013 school year, 
Bright Prep has been able to maintain student achievement under Dr. Joiner’s leadership. When 
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she took over as leader of the school, the students were performing below basic in both math and 
reading. Only 13.8% of students were proficient in both reading and math. Since then, Bright 
Prep has been named an award school several times under Dr. Joiner’s leadership. Their most 
recent recognition was in 2019, when they were recognized as a level 5 reward school. In math, 
students have gone from 6.3% being proficient to maintaining 37% or more students being at or 
above grade level in 2019.  In ELA, only 6% of students were proficient when Dr. Joiner came in 
as principal. In 2019, 35% of students were at or above grade level. The school has shown an 
increase of at least 3% in each subject since Dr. Joiner became the principal.  
For Principal G, the findings show a different outcome for Brookland Middle. When 
Principal G was appointed to be the principal of Brookland Middle school in 2016, the school 
was in the bottom 5% in the state. Principal G stated that Brookland Middle is not an 
achievement school but a growth school, meaning the state is focused on student growth in the 
core subject areas of math and ELA. During her first three years as principal, Principal G saw an 
increase in scores in both ELA and math. In math, students increased from 5% at or above grade 
level to 11% of students being at or above grade level and achieved a growth score of 2, with 5 
being the highest number a school can receive. In ELA, the school saw an increase in student 
growth. Student achievement went from 7.5% in ELA to 9.5%. Although Brookland Middle saw 
an increase in ELA scores, the school received a growth score of 3 in the subject of ELA. The 
school’s overall growth score during Principal G’s first year as principal was a 3. The school’s 
overall growth score at the beginning of Principal G’s fourth year was a 2, showing that she was 
not able to maintain the overall growth of the school. While it might not be the only factor, the 
difference in the decisions related to change made by both principals affected the student 
outcomes. Acting with urgency and careful decision making helped propel Bright Prep forward 
 168 
during their improvement efforts. Although Brookland Middle did make some short-term gains, 
during Principal G’s fourth year as the principal. The school saw a drop in state assessment 
scores. This finding further supports the literature, that the role of the principal in determining 
change strategies  is important and critical to student achievement.  
The study also found that while the decisions of the principal are important, the culture/ 
climate of the school is just as important. “Culture refers to the norms of behavior and shared 
values among a group of people. Norms of behavior are common or pervasive ways of acting 
that are found in a group and that persist because group members tend to behave in ways that 
teach these new practices to new members, rewarding those who fit in and sanctioning those who 
do not” (Kotter, 2012, p. 156). In a 2015 study, Voight found that social climate/culture highly 
influenced the success of urban middle school students. This finding was supported by Cohen, et 
al (2009) who found that a “sustainable, positive school climate nurtures development in youth 
and learning essential for a productive, contributive, and satisfying life in a democratic society.”  
This study supported those findings and the use of strategies of change as discussed through the 
lens of  Kotter, as climate was a challenging factor at both schools.  
Only one principal in this study, Dr. Joiner, focused on changing the school climate in an 
effort to improve. One of the ten strategies she implemented during the school turnaround was to 
focus on improving the culture of the school. She stated in her interview that improving the 
culture of the school was imperative. Dr. Joiner in turn shifted the culture of the school and used 
that shift as a strategy to improve student outcomes. While Principal G stated that changing the 
culture of the school was important, there was no evidence that she focused on changing the 
school climate. She wanted the students to be happy and have school pride, but there were many 
other areas, such as teacher morale and improving teacher capacity upon which she failed to 
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focus. This study showed that school leaders and districts should put a large focus on school 
culture, not just test scores.  School culture has an impact on multiple areas.  Dr. Joiner’s focus 
on culture helped to improve not just the test scores, but other areas in the school.  This showed 
that the culture/ climate of a school is just as important as test scores to the success of a school.  
Kotter’s leading organizational change model has an emphasis on changing 
organizational culture. The last step of his model, institutionalizing new approaches, largely 
centers on making the positive changes a part of the new norm. Showing people how a change in 
various attitudes and behaviors can improve outcomes aids with making the changes stick and 
creating a new culture. The new behaviors become shared values and rooted in social norms 
(Kotter, 2012). For example, Dr. Joiner required teachers to track data and use it to guide their 
instruction.  During the first year, the teachers saw gains from the students that the use of data 
became a part of the norm at Bright Prep. Year after year, Dr. Joiner and her staff anchored many 
changes in the culture of the school and continued to see improved student outcomes. The long-
term improvement in student outcomes showed the importance of establishing a positive school 
climate during turnaround efforts and the impact it can have on student achievement. Dr. Joiner 
made improving the culture of the school a priority. And though Principal G discussed wanting 
the culture at Brookland Middle to improve, there was no evidence  that she worked to improve 
the culture at her school. While there was little the principals could do about their students’ 
socio-economic status, creating a positive culture at Bright Prep proved to help negate some of 
the other challenges to help students improve.  
 The first research question in this study focused on how principals perceived they 
brought about change to a failing urban middle school through the lens of Kotter’s organizational 
change. During this research study, the findings show that both principals utilized steps in 
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Kotter’ leading organizational change model. One principal, Dr. Joiner, utilized all of the steps in 
the process in sequenced order. Dr. Joiner’s school, Bright Prep, improved significantly and has 
sustained change for the past eight years. The school has received numerous awards under Dr. 
Joiner’s leadership. Principal G, the second principal in this study, did not utilize Kotter’s model 
in its entirety or in sequenced order. Instead, Principal G used only four of the eight steps in the 
model. The student outcomes increased during the first three years but decreased during her 
fourth year as principal.   
Kotter (2012) stressed the importance of following the steps in order and using the model 
in its entirety. He emphasized that “skipping even a single step or getting too far ahead without a 
solid base almost always creates problems” (p. 26). In this study the principal that perceived she 
used the model in its entirety saw the largest amount of success. The principal that only used four 
of the eight steps saw the least amount of success and for a shorter period of time during the 
period of this research study. Kotter’s leading change model can be an effective method created 
to change strategies, redevelop processes, improve quality, and address barriers well (Kotter, 
2012). He stresses that skipping only one step or getting too far ahead without a solid foundation 
will always create problems. The findings of this study support the literature emphasizing the 
importance of sequence in this process of change.    
 An examination of the findings illustrates that Bright Prep Academy and Brookland 
Middle School, both once deemed as in need of turnaround due to low student scores on the state 
assessments in math and reading, were in need of new leadership. The improved scores of both 
schools supports the notion that failing schools need new leadership to turn around. One strategy 
as indicated in the literature is that new leadership is necessary to turnaround schools (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2009). The schools had been ineffective in meeting the annual yearly 
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progress expected under the previous leadership. If improvement was not achieved, the schools 
in this study would have likely been taken over by the state.  
Like Bright Prep, Brookland Middle School was in need of new leadership and needed to 
be turned around. Principal G was assigned to lead the turnaround efforts at Brookland Middle 
School. Principal leadership was imperative because principals have a direct impact on teachers, 
parents, and student achievement (Barber, Whelan, and Clark, 2010). The student outcomes they 
produced determined whether or not the school would be taken over by the state or potentially 
closed. The school leaders needed to have a plan for improvement and change immediately. 
Previous research indicates that turnaround leaders who are effective at leading failing schools 
act with urgency (Stein, 2012), apply their skills with greater intensity (Hersey, Blanchard, & 
Johnson, 2013), and implement long-lasting reform (Hargreaves, & Fink, 2004) in their schools.  
The findings of this study indicate that Dr. Joiner did act with urgency and apply the skills she 
had already obtained from previous experience working in urban schools. This helped to produce 
long-lasting change in her school.  
Leading school change expanded model for schools 
Kotter (2012) developed the leading change model to help business leaders bring change 
to organizations through restructuring, reengineering, re-strategizing, acquisitions, downsizing, 
quality programs, and cultural renewal. In using his model as the framework for this study, 
findings indicate that Kotter’s model can also be used in schools. This eight-stage process of 
leading change in an organization outlines clear steps of what leaders should do to bring about 
change in an organization and sustain that change over time. In chapter 2, each step of the eight-
stage process was identified. These steps include the steps of establishing a sense of urgency, 
creating the guiding coalition, developing vision and strategy, communicating the change vision, 
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empowering employees for broad-based action, generating short-term wins, consolidating gains 
and producing more change, and anchoring new approaches in the culture. Throughout this 
research study, Kotter’s process of leading change provided a practical framework to help the 
principals reflect on how they perceive they brought about change at their once failing urban 
middle school. 
 The data collected during the data analysis illuminated how the eight steps identified in 
Kotter’s model were or were not used. The data analysis process also helped to identify the 
reoccurring theme of strategies. This reoccurring theme helped me to see the significance of 
using Kotter’s model in conjunction with various strategies used by the principals to turn around 
failing urban schools. The principals utilized steps in Kotter’s model and specific strategies such 
as data tracking to achieve the vision. After seeing the impact of using Kotter’s leading change 
model in its entirety, combined with the use of various improvement strategies, I have developed 
the Leading School Organizational Change Plus Strategies Model outlined in Figure 4. Results 
of the study indicated that the use of Kotter’s leading organizational change model paired with 
various school improvement strategies helped improve student outcomes.  
The third step of Kotter’s model is developing vision and strategy. Kotter (2012) 
discussed the relationship between vision and strategy, stating that vision is “a sensible and 
appealing picture of the future” (p.73) and strategies are “a logic for how the vision can be 
achieved” (p.73). In this study, the strategies used by the principals assisted in improving student 
achievement and bring overall change to the schools. The expanded model created from this 
study includes the use of all eight steps in Kotter’s leading change process and a variety of 
strategies chosen by the principal to meet the needs of their school. In the third step in Kotter’s 
leading organizational change process, the leader is expected to develop a vision and create a 
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strategy to fulfil the vision. Kotter discussed the importance of creating a vision and how to 
create a vision, but he does not go into detail about strategies once the vision has been 
developed. He only stated that the strategy is “the logic for how the vision can be achieved” 
(Kotter, 2012, p. 73). 
In knowing that the strategy is how the vision can be achieved, the Leading School 
Organizational Change Plus Strategies Model combines the steps in Kotter’s model with ten 
school improvement strategies. The model follows the steps of Kotter’s leading organizational 
change and allows principals attempting to turn around their school to choose up to ten strategies 
to utilize and address various areas needing improvement at their school. The principal will 
simultaneously use the strategies while continuing to follow each step, in order, of Kotter’s 
leading change model. This gives the principal a guide for use to lead change, while concurrently 
using various strategies in the way he or she feels would best benefit their school to bring about 
change.  
Implications for Practice 
The study’s findings have implications to inform the practice of turnaround principals 
who are attempting to bring about change to failing urban schools. Implications for school 
principals, superintendents, and school district policy makers are considered.  Turnaround 
principals in failing, urban schools are responsible for bringing sustained change. Their role is 
critical to student achievement and the overall improvement of the school. For educational 
administrators, this study offers insights into how Kotter’s leading organizational change model 
can be used to improve a failing urban school. The study found that the use of strategies, paired 










































































Figure 4: Leading organizational change 
expanded model 
 
*Note the strategies can be used in the order 
that the leader sees fit and individualized to 
fit the needs of each school.  Strategies 
listed are examples that can be utilized. 
Establishing a Sense of Urgency 
Creating the Guiding Coalition 
Developing a Vision and Strategy 
Communicating the Change Vision 
Empowering Employees for  
Broad-Based Action 
Generating Short-Term Wins 
Consolidating Gains and Producing 
More Change 
Anchoring New Approaches in the 
Culture 
Strategy 1: Student Data Tracking 
Strategy 2: RTI 
Strategy 3: Community Partnerships 
Strategy 4: School Morale 
Strategy 5: Parent engagement 
Strategy 6:  Shared-decision making 
Strategy 7: Invest in Faculty 
Strategy 8: Set clear goals 
Strategy 9: School morale 
Strategy 10: Student Focus 
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and continued use can help sustain change in a once failing school. The findings show that when 
using the model, school leaders should employ the model in its entirety to maximize outcomes. 
Along with this finding, implications relate to policy makers and state level departments of 
education. A list of possible strategies to be used to improve failing schools would benefit school 
districts and principals in urban schools. This would particularly benefit principals who do not 
have experience in improving failing schools or making large scale organizational change. For 
example, in this study and the 2012 study done by Villavicencio and Grayman, the results 
showed that a combination of strategies that focused on improving teacher capacity, using 
student data to adjust lessons, and focusing on sub-groups of students brought about sustainable 
change.   
The decisions made by the principal are imperative to bringing change. Principals should 
be strategic in their decision-making to ensure they are addressing the issues that have caused the 
school to be labeled as low-performing. The findings from this study have implications for the 
decisions of principals and other persons leading school turnaround. The principal leading the 
school turnaround should have autonomy to make concise decisions that will meet the needs of 
the school and help with the improvement of student outcomes. Since the principal leads school 
improvement, they should have autonomy to establish the vision of the school and what will be 
done to achieve that vision. Having the autonomy to make decisions on how to go about turning 
around a school allows the principal to monitor when something is working or not working and 
whether or not to abort or continue with that specific initiative or strategy.  
The study’s findings also have implications for a focus on improving school culture to 
increase student outcomes. Urban turnaround principals are encouraged to consider improving 
the climate/culture of their failing school. Improving the school culture impacts other areas such 
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as teacher turn-over, student achievement, and behavior and expectations. A positive school 
culture nurtures development and learning in youth, necessary for a productive and satisfying life 
(Cohen, et al, 2009). Principals in failing, urban schools should also focus on culture because 
school culture has a large influence on the success of students. When a principal focuses on 
improving the culture of a school and creating sustainable new norms, the principal must also 
ensure that new hires and those in school leadership such as teacher leaders or assistant 
principals embrace the new approach to the way things are done. Without attention to these 
components, all of the principal’s efforts might be undermined.   
Recommendations for Further Research 
This study sought to understand how turnaround principals in urban middle schools 
perceive they brought about change to turn around a failing middle school and the strategies they 
used. Although there have been many studies conducted on turnaround principals, this is the first 
study on principal’s perceptions of how they brought change to a failing urban middle school 
using the lens of Kotter’s leading organizational change model and describing the strategies 
principals used. Additional research is needed to understand if the Kotter change model is 
applicable at all grade levels of failing schools.  
 Further research might examine if and how decisions of turnaround principals are 
significant. Principals and district personnel need to understand how decisions regarding change  
can help determine whether or not a failing school improves and can sustain  improvement. 
Principals and school districts are encouraged to consider using Kotter’s model to help make 
decisions, as his model was created as a guide for leaders to use when bringing change to an 
organization. A future study or publication might also include an examination of what the  
similar actions are of the two principals were. This could be an alternative to using the a priori 
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analysis that was done in this study. These implications might be useful to school districts, 
school leaders, and principals working in urban schools failing schools in many contexts.   
 While this study showed the use of Kotter’s change model and various strategies, a study 
using the expanded model created from this study would assist understanding change in 
turnaround schools and the importance of strategies. The findings show that Kotter’s leading 
organizational change model paired with various improvement strategies can be successful when 
used in the education sector. This case study examined two principals. Studies using the 
proposed model on a larger scale, with a larger number of schools, that include urban high 
schools, middle schools and elementary schools, serving a population similar to the schools in 
this study, would be beneficial in understanding how principals perceived they brought about 
change in failing schools and the strategies they used. Kotter’s model and the use of various 
strategies helped the principals in this study bring about various changes to their schools. The 
expanded model created from this study is also intended to help other turnaround principals 
leading change in urban schools bring about sustaining change.   
 An examination of focus schools and priority schools might also be included in future 
research.  Many of the schools considered as a priority or focus schools are also labeled as 
turnaround schools.  According to the Tennessee Department of Education website, a priority 
school is a school that has been identified as one of the lowest-performing five percent schools 
over a period of three years.  A focus school is a school that has room for improvement in areas 
that are specific to the school. The schools in this study were both priority schools.  A look at 





As the need to improve failing, urban schools continues to plague school systems around 
the world, superintendents, policy makers, administrators, and educators continue to search for 
ways to improve and bring sustained change. The findings of this study add to the work on 
leading school improvement in failing urban schools (Ainscow & West, 2005; Duke, D., & 
Salmonowicz, 2010; Green, 2015; Hess, 2012; M. Murphy, 2008; Nitta et al., 2009). This study 
illustrated that the use of John Kotter’s leading organizational change model, paired with various 
educational change strategies, can help improve student outcomes and bring about sustained 
change in schools.  
Before beginning this study, I assumed that if a school improved test scores, the school 
had improved and was considered as successful. I also assumed that if a school was able to 
sustain those scores for a few years, that the school had been turned around.  This study revealed 
that school turnaround involves much more than test scores. True turnaround is multifaceted, 
including culture, teacher retention, student achievement, behavior and attendance.  There is so 
much emphasis put on test scores, that other aspects that help with the success of a school are 
often negated.  Culture is a large part of school turnaround as it affects other areas such as 
behavior and student achievement and a focus on culture should be included as one of the 
strategies used in school turnaround.   
 The goal of this study was to discover how urban school principals leading change in 
schools perceived how they brought about change and the strategies they used. The study was 
done through the lens of John Kotte’s leading organizational change model. This study will help 
provide guidance for principals and school districts who are looking for a way to bring about 
sustaining change in urban schools. The leading organizational school change model will serve 
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as a guide for urban turnaround principals and  school districts  seeking a solution to turnaround 
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Turnaround Principal Interview Protocol 
1.  What has your experience been like as a middle school principal? What sticks out in 
your mind? 
2. What specific areas or challenges help to deem your school in need of turnaround? 
3. How did you prepare to lead the turnaround at this school?  
4. What were your immediate or short terms goals when you began the turnaround? 
5. Who was involved in setting the goals and vision for the school? 
6. How did you manage to get teachers, parents, students and other staff on board to support 
the new vision? 
7. What are some of the strategies you used to turn the school around? 
8. What do you perceive to be the biggest challenges about turning around (name of the 
school) in your first year? Second year? Third year? 
9. What was easiest for you when turning around the school? Why? 
10. What would you change, if anything? 
11. How did mandates from your school district or the state influence how you went about 
turning around the school? 
12. Was there any particular framework or process that you used to help guide the turnaround 
process? If so, what framework did you use? 
13. What kind of training or professional development did you receive to prepare or qualify 
you to be a turnaround principal? 
14. What would you say your role was in turning the school around? 
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Date of observation:__________________ 
Duration of observation:__________________________ 
Primary Participant Observed:___________________________ 





“Leading change look fors” in the observation (as based on the literature findings):  During the 
observation, the observer will use the following abbreviations to signify when an observation 
note focuses on a particular step in Kotter’s Leading Change process: 
SOU= Sense of Urgency   BGT= Building the guiding team 
DVS= Develop vision and strategy  CCV= Communicate change vision for buy-in 
EOA= Empower others to act   CSTW- Create short-term wins 
DLU= Don’t let up    INA=Institutionalizing new approaches 
S= Strategies  
 
*Notes of the observation will be written or taken electronically. The abbreviations will be used 


























































































































Moniqueca Nicole Hicks was born in Chattanooga, TN and raised in Atlanta, GA. She 
currently resides in Knoxville, TN. Moniqueca earned a Bachelor of Arts in English in 2003 and 
Master of Arts in English in 2006 from Tennessee State University. After finishing her master’s 
degree, she began her career teaching at Nashville State Community College. After spending 
some time working at Nashville State, she moved to Japan and taught English for a year.  Upon 
moving back to the United States, Moniqueca moved home to Atlanta, Georgia and taught at 
Atlanta Metropolitan State College. While teaching at Atlanta Metropolitan, Moniqueca was 
offered the opportunity to earn a second master’s degree. She moved from Atlanta to Chicago, 
Illinois and earned a Master of Arts in Teaching in Elementary Education with a minor in Special 
Education in 2008 from National-Louis University. While in Chicago, Moniqueca worked for 
Chicago Public Schools for five years in various capacities. In 2013, she moved to Knoxville, 
Tennessee in preparation for her doctoral studies the next year. She began working as a Special 
Education teacher at Vine Middle School, where she worked for three years before being offered 
the opportunity to work at Knoxville’s first charter school. During her time at Vine Middle 
School, Moniqueca began her doctoral studies at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville in 2014. 
After accepting a position at Emerald charter school, Moniqueca severed one year as a lead 
teacher and two years as a Dean of Scholars before returning back to Vine Middle School as a 
Restorative Interventionist. In 2020, Moniqueca completed her Doctor of Philosophy in 
Education with a concentration in Leadership Studies in Education from the University of 
Tennessee.   
 
